





SCIENCE, POLITICS, AND SOUL-MAKING:  



















Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in English 
in the Graduate College of the 










  Professor Gillen Wood, Chair 
  Professor Robert Markley 
  Professor Ted Underwood 






 The Romantic movement in British literature coincided with new breakthroughs in 
meteorology and climatology, allowing scientists for the first time to understand the earth’s 
weather as a global, interactive system, as well as to begin to trace the possible influence of 
human civilization upon it. The end of the Little Ice Age, the acceleration of anthropogenic 
global warming resulting from the Industrial Revolution, and a series of volcanic eruptions 
causing major shocks to the global climate system all provided reference points for 
Romantic writers to challenge and rethink the relationship between humans and their 
climate. Focusing on several major writers from 1780 to 1880 (William Cowper, Percy 
Shelley, Mary Shelley, John Keats and John Ruskin), I argue that an epistemic shift 
occurred in the way Britons understood their own climate’s history and its relationship to 
the earth’s climate. Using an ecohistorical method that combines close historical inquiry 
and insights from meteorology, climatology, geology, and volcanology with theoretical 
frameworks derived from environmental criticism, I argue this period, in no small part due 
to the influence of creative writers, saw a new sense of the earth’s climate as contingent, 
dynamic, globally interconnected, and shaped by human actors, rather than stable and 
fixed. Finally, I apply some of the insights of these writers to the challenge of climate 
change in the present day, suggesting that their interrogation of the age-old binary between 
humanity and “Nature” can help us to chart a livable and sustainable future.  
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Chapter One:  
Climate and Culture in the Romantic Century 
 
“Pray don’t talk to me about the weather, Mr. Worthing. Whenever people talk to me 
about the weather, I always feel quite certain that they mean something else. And that 
makes me so nervous”—Gwendolen, in The Importance of Being Earnest (Oscar Wilde)  
 
 Weather lurks constantly in the background of our lives, from the idle chatter of 
two strangers meeting at a bus stop to the morning television forecast that advises us what to 
wear and how to safely go about our daily lives.  Even in a wealthy post-industrial society, 
where we spend most of our lives insulated by climate-controlled structures from the 
weather’s vagaries and have come to expect a diverse and uninterrupted food supply year-
round, the weather is an ever-present reminder of humans’ embodiment and of our 
dependence on the physical environment.  People who might violently disagree in their 
political values, religious affiliations, and even favorite films and sports teams, find 
themselves equitably commiserating about a heat wave, a foggy or rainy day, or a 
midwestern winter that seems as though it will never end.  We are all, as the meteorologist 
John Frederick Daniell observed in 1823, “meteorologist[s] by nature.”1 
 Today, of course, discussions of the weather have a renewed urgency because of 
the scientific consensus that we are in, and have been for quite a while, a prolonged and 
accelerating period of warming that will have profound effects on our earth, atmosphere, 
and oceans, and on every living thing that inhabits them. Yet our daily talk about the 
weather remains curiously separate from this reality. For the most part, an individual 
human lifespan is too brief compared to the geological time-scale for climate change to be 
                                                
1 Principles of Meteorology 1.  
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perceptible experientially. Unless we happen to be directly affected by drought, rising sea 
levels, crop failures, or major storm systems, our embodied sense of the weather gives us a 
very different message from the dark warnings of climate scientists: winter is still winter, 
summer is still summer, rain and snow fall as they always did. This disconnect, indeed, 
helps to explain why the public policy conversation about anthropogenic climate change 
has been so apathetic to date, with huge swaths of the public denying that change is 
occurring at all. 
 The climate change now occurring promises a series of more rapid and drastic 
effects in the years, decades, and centuries to come, so that we will be able to comprehend 
climate change not merely as abstract knowledge but as lived experience.  The promise of 
triumphing over the weather through centralized heating and cooling, draining, irrigation, 
and the agricultural revolution, will be revealed as illusory in the end. We, no less than 
subsistence farmers from centuries past, are bound to “live with the weather,” in Jonathan 
Bate’s words.2 
 And yet, more than preceding generations of human history, we have been made 
aware, at least on an intellectual level, of the ways in which we shape as well as adapt to our 
climate. Scientists differ as to when human activity became a significant driving factor on 
the earth’s climate system; some pinpoint the moment as recently as the fossil-fuel-driven 
Industrial Revolution, or even later, while others (such as William Ruddiman) argue that 
we began to influence the climate thousands of years ago with the beginnings of civilization 
and the conversion of forestland to agricultural use.  In any event, it is uncontested (at least 
among serious scientists) that we are now living in an age in we help mold the climate as 
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well as adapt to it. We are the unwitting residents of what some scientists have termed a 
new geological epoch, the Anthropocene, and it remains to be seen how our fortunes (not 
to mention those of our fellow inhabitants and of the earth itself) will fare in this new age.  
 Of course, the earth’s climate system is constantly changing, and would continue to 
change even if human influence disappeared completely. The story of our civilization is, in 
large measure, the story of how we have managed our relationships with our physical 
environment.  Cultural historians of many different theoretical orientations (Marxist, 
feminist, and postcolonial, to name a few) have long downplayed this fact, pointing to the 
unsavory political overtones associated with “environmental determinism” and choosing to 
think of our history as purely human-made. But facts, as John Adams said, are stubborn 
things. The humanistic narrative always underestimated the extent to which our culture 
arose in response to material, environmental conditions; but in the twenty-first century an 
anthropocentric historiography has become entirely untenable. The environmental 
challenges that we now face, from the droughts in Australia to rising ocean levels, from 
vanishing polar icecaps to the hurricane activity and coastal erosion plaguing the Gulf 
South, have shattered our anthropocentric illusions and revealed the inextricable links 
between culture and the climate system. We will continue to make our species history, but 
not just as we please. 
 In a seminal 1991 article on romanticism and ecocriticism, Jonathan Bate argues 
for a “Global Warming criticism” to address our most pressing eco-historical challenge, 
along the lines of Jerome McGann’s paradigm of “Cold War criticism” of 1980s new 
historicism.3  For Bate, successive generations of literary critics, “work[ing] indoors in their 
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air-conditioned libraries,” had “forgotten about the weather.”4 Invested in a “modern 
constitution” that juxtaposed the presumed “constancy of nature” against the “vicissitudes 
of culture,” scholars denied or overlooked the influence of nonhuman nature upon human 
affairs.5  For post-Marxist and Marxist thinkers, the Romantic preoccupation with nature 
could only have been a “symptom of reaction against revolutionary social change.”6  
 Recent natural disasters and the worsening threat of climate change have 
underscored humans’ vulnerability to environmental impacts, and have underscored the 
importance of weather for affluent, postindustrial Western societies.  If the Romantic turn 
to nature seemed to new historicist critics like an escape from contested social and 
economic fields of struggle into solipsism, our own moment has disclosed the urgent 
encounter with the natural as a way of grappling with the most basic, existential ground of 
human civilization (as well as all nonhuman nature). In fact, it is now traditional economic 
models and political tools of analysis, whether liberal or Marxist, that presume to analyze 
human culture in a vacuum divorced from the ecological system, which seem escapist and 
reductive.   
Heeding Frederic Jameson’s injunction to “always historicize,” it is possible to 
produce a historicist reading of the new historicist critics of the Romantic ideology 
themselves.7 The Cold War critics’ hermeneutics of suspicion, with a concomitant 
downplaying of the Romantics’ express focus on nature in favor of unearthing sublimated 
social and economic conflicts, emerged from their concrete historical circumstances, just as 
our tendency to look more sympathetically on the Romantic project is doubtless informed 
                                                
4  Id. 439.  
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid.  
7 The Political Unconscious 9.  
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by the existential ecological crisis that we face. Romantic-period writers were likewise 
forced to make sense of the challenges of their particular historical moment, including 
revolution, war, and the economic and social dislocation produced by increasing 
urbanization and the Industrial Revolution.  It is likely no accident that a literary, artistic, 
and political movement defined above all by veneration of nature and of individual human 
consciousness emerged in Britain, the first industrialized nation, at the precise historical 
moment of industrial takeoff. To take the nineteenth century’s ideas about nature seriously, 
we have first to move beyond our own presentist and anthropocentric biases that have 
dominated twentieth-century literary criticism and which have foundationally informed, 
New Criticism, deconstruction, psychoanalysis, Marxist criticism, and new historicism, 
despite these approaches’ many differences.   
 The next wave of ecological Romanticist studies will need to transcend some of the 
debates that characterized early ecocriticism, such as whether and to what extent the 
Romantics could be said to be “green” (by which it is usually meant that the Romantics 
prefigure late 20th-century or early 21st-century environmentalist ideology).  The abstraction 
of “nature” will have to be unpacked with a view to the ecological and historical specificity 
of the nonhuman world that Romantic writers attempt to describe.  It will involve not a turn 
away from the heightened historical consciousness that has dominated literary study of the 
last three decades, but rather an expansion of the bounds of that historical consciousness to 
embrace the biological, physical, geological, and ecological conditions under which cultural 
history is made.  In a recent essay, Gillen Wood has termed this new methodology for 
cultural studies “ecohistoricism,” calling for bridging the divide between ecocriticism and 
new historicism by bringing a sense of historicity to the former, and an awareness of 
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ecological situatedness to the latter.8 Such an inquiry, Wood argues, will need the full 
toolkit of cultural historians, but will need to add to it a familiarity with physical, chemical, 
earth, atmospheric, and biomedical sciences.  
 This dissertation attempts such an ecohistorical inquiry focused on literary 
discussions of weather and climate change during the 100 years between two major 
disturbances to the global climate system: the Laki volcanic eruption in Iceland of 1783 
and the Krakatoa eruption of 1883.  I am guided by several key methodological principles.  
First, in place of the abstraction of a unified “nature” that is a common foil to 
consciousness in Romanticist criticism, I want to look at specific, discrete episodes of 
cultural-environmental contact and the way that they are interpreted and given meaning in 
literature.  This means a move away from primarily metaphorical or symbolic readings of 
weather imagery in poetry and fiction of the period, in favor of a reading that foregrounds 
these literary works texts’ actual ecohistorical contexts. Secondly, in aspiring to understand 
nineteenth-century ideas about weather and climate, we must be open not only to the ways 
in which they prefigure our own “green” ideologies, but also to what Timothy Morton 
points to as the “alternative trajectories” for environmental thought and politics that, 
although unrealized, are no less important to their historical situation.  And thirdly, while 
this dissertation to a large extent will be a story about the interaction of literature and 
natural science, I want to avoid a reductive, deterministic narrative in which literary culture 
simply responds to scientific theories and discoveries.  Instead, I will argue that the poets, 
novelists, and critics of the period play an equally important role in shaping the cultural 
meaning of the weather as do scientists.  
                                                
8 “Introduction: Eco-historicism.” 
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 Since Matthew Arnold (at the latest), we have tended to think of the long 
nineteenth century as the period where the split between humanistic culture and scientific 
inquiry became cemented, with scientists becoming increasingly professionalized and 
specialized and with literary critics and artists asserting their claims to cultural authority by 
assuming the ground previously reserved for philosophy and religion. This narrative holds 
a great deal of truth in the history of the study of weather no less than other branches of 
natural sciences. But meteorology, precisely because its phenomena are more obviously 
linked to embodied experience than physics or chemistry, saw an ongoing debate about its 
epistemological foundations and even its claims to being a science well into the nineteenth 
century. There were no skeptics of the laws of gravity at work in nineteenth-century 
England, and even the seemingly earth-shattering developments of Darwinian evolutionary 
theory were eventually assimilated into the broad church Victorian consensus. In the field 
of meteorology, however, popular almanacs and folk weather prophets competed, 
generally successfully, with scientific meteorology into the middle of the nineteenth century, 
relying on undisclosed mathematical equations and predictions about the weather based on 
astrological signs. Making sense of the weather was never the exclusive province of the 
scientists.    
 Debates over the political and moral meanings assigned to changes in climate are 
longstanding. The British public in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries 
displayed an obsessive interest in climate and weather and entertained the possibility that 
human activity may be altering the climate system either for better or for worse. As Samuel 
Johnson pointed out, “it is commonly observed, that when two Englishmen meet, their first 
talk is of the weather; they are in haste to tell each other, what each must already know, that 
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it is hot or cold, bright or cloudy, windy or calm.”9 For Johnson, this imperative to talk 
about the weather is another example of the quintessentially English personality—friendly, 
likeable, eager to put the other fellow at ease. Yet the English fascination with weather may 
have geographical as well as purely cultural roots.  The warmth of the Gulf Stream bestows 
on the British Isles a temperate climate belying its northerly latitude. This stroke of good 
fortune, often noticed by eighteenth-century weather commentators, marked Britain off as 
exceptional, and came to be regarded as a key contributor to the nation’s prosperity. 
Additionally, as England urbanized and industrialized, discussions about the natural 
character of the climate and the atmosphere started to blur into discussions of human 
contributions to the air’s quality and character, with a number of writers equating or 
connecting air pollution to volcanic eruptions or other atmospheric disturbances. This 
shift, coupled with a growing awareness that human activity could exert influence over the 
climate system, further forged the climate-culture nexus in the British imagination.  
 During the eighteenth century, British hobbyists of all social classes took advantage 
of increasingly sophisticated meteorological instruments like the thermometer and 
barometer, turning weather-watching into almost a national obsession.  Weather became 
associated with the health and well-being of the empire, so that paying attention to the 
weather became a civic duty. As Gwendolen observes in Earnest, however, when people 
appear to be talking about the weather they are often talking about much else besides.  In 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the hope that Britain’s climate might be 
improving, as well as its converse, the fear of impending decline, became overlaid with a 
whole host of aspirations and anxieties associated with the nation’s rise to global 
                                                
9 Idler # 11. 
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superpower status—about slavery, war, trade, urbanization and industrialization. British 
people came to think of their weather not as local and isolated but as part of an 
interconnected, global system, just as they saw their nation assume a dominant role in the 
nineteenth century’s political and economic order.  Intriguingly, (and contra Keats’s 
celebrated dictum about Isaac Newton’s unweaving the rainbow), the development of more 
rigorously scientific methods for studying the weather opened up rather than closed off 
interpretive problems raised by the weather, as the culture wrestled with competing claims 
to the ownership and use of this knowledge production. 
 In this dissertation I examine how English literary culture made sense of the 
weather, and of the new scientific discourse about it, in the century between the Laki 
volcanic eruption (1783) and Krakatoa (1883).  In 1783, the first (unsuccessful) attempt at 
creating a transnational network of weather observation stations was just a few years old, 
and the environmental effects of the Laki eruption were reported in haphazard and 
superstitious accounts; a century later, global news bureaus and electric telegraphy made 
the Krakatoa eruption the first global ecological disaster reported virtually in real time. 
When this story begins, England’s imperial fortunes seemed very much in doubt, reeling 
from the loss of the North American colonies. By the end, the British Empire was at the 
apex of its political, economic, and military power, although John Ruskin managed to read 
in the weather prophetic signs of the empire’s impending decline.  By 1883, the world had 
come to seem much smaller and more tightly interconnected, so that a volcanic eruption 
halfway around the world could be understood to have noticeable effects on Great Britain’s 
atmosphere. Where Charles Dickens in Bleak House emphasized the local situatedness of 
weather (the ever-present mist which he famously named the “London Particular”), Ruskin 
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in The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century saw atmospheric pollution as a global 
issue: “[b]y the plague-wind every breath you draw is polluted, half round the world.”10  
This dissertation explores how three different spheres—the objective weather phenomena 
themselves, the production and dissemination of scientific knowledge about them, and the 
interpretation and transformation of weather events in literary culture—combined to 
produce this sense of a smaller, more tightly interconnected world.  
 Meteorology’s triumph in the middle of the nineteenth century was a result not only 
of its technical and theoretical achievements, such as developments in thermodynamics and 
the use of electric telegraphy to share weather data instantaneously across large distances. 
As Katherine Anderson has shown, the science also succeeded because it was able to 
demonstrate its effectiveness as an instrument of imperial power, particularly for an insular 
nation dependent on maritime commerce and naval might.11 Meteorology, in Ruskin’s 
seminal address to the nascent Meteorological Society of London in 1839, aspired to create 
“one vast eye,” a panoptic network of simultaneous global observation that mirrors the 
geopolitical ambitions of the Victorian Empire.12 By the 1860s the network of private 
volunteer observers who had provided the weather records of the eighteenth century had 
been largely replaced by a massive public, professionalized state bureaucracy.    
 Yet the cultural interpretation of the weather would never be a matter for the 
professionals alone. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, writers sought to 
make meaning of extreme weather events using a variety of literary and journalistic tools. 
One important major effort was Daniel Defoe’s seminal work of reportage The Storm, 
                                                
10 The Works of John Ruskin, 34:39.  
11 Predicting the Weather. 
12 “Remarks to the Meteorological Society of London,” Works of John Ruskin 1:206.   
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which sought to locate an explanatory frame of reference for the hurricane that devastated 
England in 1703. Defoe attributed the destruction of the British navy as divine punishment 
their poor performance in the War of Spanish Succession, letting down the Protestant side 
against Catholic France and Spain. Three centuries later Defoe’s narrative remains a 
masterpiece of weather journalism, describing an epic storm that originated in the West 
Indies or off the coast of Florida and spiraled across the Atlantic to devastate the British 
Isles. But when it comes to drawing conclusions about the meaning of the storm, Defoe 
uneasily straddles two worlds, clinging to faith in divine providence while at the same time 
beginning, in Robert Markley’s words, to sketch an “eco-cultural materialism that 
emphasizes the complex feedback loops between landscape, climate, and human 
activities.”13 Rather than appeals to scientific authority, Defoe emphasizes his reliance on 
the first-person testimony of ordinary individuals, introducing a set of letters “though in a 
homely style…written by very honest and plain observing persons, to whom entire credit 
may be given.”14 The stories they tell are of uprooted trees, shattered buildings, ships lost at 
sea, and near escapes from death.  One of his correspondents speaks for the general 
consensus in identifying the escapes as “extraordinary deliverances” that are a “mark of 
generous Christianity” justifying “a thankful acknowledgment to their Merciful Deliverer” 
on the part of those spared, although he does not seem to consider that this Merciful 
Deliverer sent the storm in the first place.15  In the end, Defoe understands the 1703 storm 
as an aberration, albeit an extreme one, after which a basically stable climatic order 
resumes.  
                                                
13 “Casualties and Disasters” 102.  
14 316.  
15 390.  
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Throughout the eighteenth century, a tendency to read extreme weather events in 
prophetic and scriptural terms coexisted with an understanding of climate as orderly, 
regular, and ultimately predictable. James Thomson’s hugely influential The Seasons 
celebrated the stability of the British climate and its orderly cycle of seasons, perfectly 
attuned to supporting steady agricultural production. Winter, for Thomson, patiently 
withholds its lashing winds until “laborious man/Has done his part.”16 Contrasting Britain’s 
climate (and inhabitants) favorably with ancient empires such as Greece and Rome, 
Thomson locates the nation’s greatness in its fecundity and abundance:  
  Ye generous Britons, venerate the plough!  
  And o’er your hills and long-withdrawing vales 
  Let Autumn spread his treasures to the sun,  
  Luxuriant and unbounded.17  
The ultimate powerhouse for the British empire and the maritime and commercial 
supremacy that enables the “pomp of life” to march into ports from a “thousand shores,” 
Thomas writes, is its agricultural greatness, the “rich soil” and “lenient air” that enable it to 
be “the exhaustless granary of the world” and clothier to the “naked nations.”18 In arguing 
for the centrality of agricultural success to an increasingly urbanized country, Thomson 
suggests that Britain’s unique climate is its ultimate source of political and economic 
strength. 
Climatic determinism had an ancient and distinguished pedigree in Western 
thought. Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws (1748) systematized a theory of climatic 
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determinism that had gone back to the founder of medicine, Hippocrates, theorizing that 
human health and natural character were determined by the local physical environment.19  
Hippcrotes had been the first major figure to postulate that climate shaped national 
character, pointing out that “everything grows bigger and finer in Asia,” where the “land is 
tamer, while the character of the inhabitants is milder and less passionate” due to the 
influences of a more “equable climate…removed from extremes of heat and cold” relative 
to Europe.20 In the eighteenth century, Montesquieu presupposed an essentially static view 
of climate and rationalized European domination by appealing to the supposedly superior 
characteristics of civilizations that emerged in the temperate zones.  Climatic determinism 
was not universally accepted (David Hume, for instance, wrote a devastating reply to 
Montesquieu in 1744 filled with empirical counter-examples), but it provided a basic 
template for thought about the interaction of climate and the environment in the eighteenth 
century.21   
Montesquieu himself, like the English writer Robert Burton in early 17th century, 
associated the climate of the British Isles with melancholy, distemper, and suicide, and felt 
that the role of social institutions was not to try to improve the climate, but to counteract its 
negative effects on the character through legislation.22 Burton’s half-satirical Anatomy of 
Melancholy (1621), beloved of Samuel Johnson and John Keats, relied on the Renaissance 
theory of the humors to explain the melancholy disposition, holding that “where we lived—
in hot or cold or dry or humid climates,” together with other environmental and lifestyle 
                                                
19 Baron de Montesquieu, Spirit of the Laws.   
20 Medicine 12.  
21  David Hume, “Of National Characters.”    
22  Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy.  
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factors, shaped an individual’s temperament.23  However, the emerging sense of British 
patriotism in the early eighteenth century started to push back against this denigration of 
the island’s climate. English exponents of climatic determinism soon developed arguments 
that the English climate was actually ideally suited to produce a pragmatic, liberal, and 
adaptable citizenry capable of self-government.24  As early as 1733, John Arbuthnot argued 
that the rapid shifts in temperature and air pressure in the British Isles exerted a stimulating 
effect on the character.25 In an influential medical treatise Scottish physician William 
Falconer contended that Britain’s weather, fickle but staying within a narrow, temperate 
range, encouraged pragmatism, adaptability, scientific innovation, and the independent 
spirit necessary for liberty and self-government.26  
 Montesquieu’s view of climate as static and intractable was not universally held, and 
in fact, over time the view that the climate could be improved increasingly held sway. As 
Eric Gidal has pointed out, “[w]hile climatology served Montesquieu as a critical distinction 
between natural and positive law, in the revolutionary era it served as a moral imperative to 
unite the two” by rendering the physical landscape more conducive to moral 
improvement.27 Thus, British colonists in North America believed that by clearing the 
forests, draining the swamps, and cultivating the land, they could produce a more 
temperate and agriculturally productive landscape, that would in turn make the inhabitants 
of North America more civilized, orderly, and hard-working—in short, like the English.28 
Works such as William Robertson's History of America, a major influence on Thomas 
                                                
23 Arikha, “As a Lute Out of Tune.”  
24 Golinski 63.  
25 Arbuthnot, An Essay Concerning the Effects of Air on Human Bodies.  
26 William Falconer, Remarks on the Influence of Climate. 
27 “‘O Happy Earth! Reality of Heaven!” 86. 
28 Golinski 5.  
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Jefferson's land use proposals, proposed that human activity was constantly both shaping 
and being shaped by the climate system. For Robertson and other exponents of 
colonization, the impacts of human intervention on the landscape were generally positive, 
both for the climate itself and for human health, virtue, and prosperity.  
At the same time, however, there were fears that human activity might not be 
improving the environment, but actually harming it. John Evelyn’s Fumifugium (1661) first 
pointed out the dangers of urban air pollution to human health. Evelyn’s remarkable text 
called on the Crown to fight air pollution as a matter of national and personal pride, noting 
that even “the Majesties’ royal seat” suffered from London’s pollution, when for nine 
months out of the year western winds “utterly darken and confound one of the most 
princely and magnificent Prospects that the world has to shew.”29 Evelyn’s ingenious 
proposal was for a win-win solution: to locate all the “infernal nuisance[s]” five or six miles 
south of London, where the polluted air might mix with “the two cold and uglinious 
vapours which perpetually ascend from these Fenny Grounds,” rendering the marshland 
air drier and more healthful while sparing London pollution’s negative effects.30  
Evelyn’s status as a visionary ecological thinker was confirmed three years later with 
the publication of Silva (1664), the first major text to challenge the rampant deforestation 
that had occurred in England since the Norman Conquest. Evelyn opens with an appeal to 
military necessity: the strength of Britain’s navy depended on the powerful oak forests that 
furnished wood for ships, which he argued had seen a “sensible and notorious Decay” 
whether through “Time, Negligence, or other Accident.”31 Evelyn charged his 
                                                
29 36.  
30 Ibid. 
31 1.  
 16 
contemporaries with environmental mismanagement, as “our more prudent Ancestors” 
had left standing the island’s “many goodly Woods and Forests,” while later generations’ 
desire to create as much farmland as possible had led them “utterly to extirpate, demolish, 
and raze” this vast natural treasure.32 For Evelyn, preserving forestland was key to a healthy 
atmosphere, as trees played a vital role in “opening, stirring, and ventilating the Earth.”33 
 By the early eighteenth century, notes William Calvert, it “was increasingly 
common to employ both physical and chemical explanations in discussions of coal smoke 
as bad air,” with physicians such as George Cheyne and John Burton demonstrating the 
negative influences of London’s air on human health.34 An influential medical treatise by 
Thomas Fuller hypothesized the existence of “peculiar venomous particles” in the air, 
consisting of “rigid, infrangible, and unalterable Atoms, so subtle, pointed edged, crooked 
[and] barbed” to be “wholly destructive to the Spirits, Blood, and solids of man.”35 In 
invoking Hippocratic theory to explain the nexus of climate, pollution, and disease, these 
scientists were reaching towards an understanding that the climate and atmosphere by the 
early modern period were shaped by anthropogenic as well as natural causes.   
The impact of air pollution on human character was also a pervasive concern in the 
work of William Blake, who tended (like the other major writers discussed here) to see 
moral and ecological concerns as inextricably embedded. His Songs of Experience (1794) 
are filled with references to the city’s polluted air and its concomitant spiritual corruption, 
whose weight fell most heavily on its children. The titular speaker of the “Chimney 
Sweeper,” sold by his father as an infant, notes in the accusatory second person that “in 
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your chimneys I sweep & in soot I sleep,” pointing to the complicity of everyday 
Londoners in what was essentially a system of child slavery.36 His poem simply titled 
“London” describes a city where moral debasement and coal smoke go hand in hand, as 
the “Chimney-Sweepers cry/Every blackning Church appalls.”37 The prophetic “Jerusalem,” 
written as a preface to his visionary long poem Milton, imagines ancient Britain as an 
Edenic paradise, in which “feet in ancient time/Walk[ed] upon England’s mountains 
green” and “the Divine Countenance” shone upon its hills.38 In Blake’s own England, 
however, the face of God embodied in sun and clear sky is obscured by coal smoke and 
fog emerging from London’s “dark Satanic mills.”39 Blake’s body of work lies outside the 
scope of this dissertation, but his linking of moral and ecological realms, his embrace of a 
prophetic stance, and his yearning for a return to a purified, idealized English landscape all 
establish basic themes that will return in nineteenth-century writing about climate, notably 
in Shelley, Keats, and Ruskin.  
 By the 1770s Britain’s polluted air had become a matter of urgent public concern, 
while extreme weather events were cited as evidence of long-term decline in the weather. 
Both of these discourses—a Whiggish faith in climatic improvement accompanied by 
political progress, and a fear of decline in the climate caused by urbanization and air 
pollution—coexisted in the literature and popular culture of the period.   
 Two truths emerge in any survey of cultural attitudes about the weather in the 
period. First, a wide range of competing epistemological frames were in effect at any given 
time. While Horace Walpole was writing derisively about superstitious attitudes about 
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unusual weather phenomena, the naturalist and clergyman Gilbert White was compiling his 
meticulous observations on the environment of his native Selborne, perhaps the most 
fascinating natural history document of eighteenth-century Britain, with the goal of 
demonstrating God’s benevolence and his plan for natural history. At the same time that 
Luke Howard was naming the clouds and helping to build the Meteorological Society of 
London, weather prophets and “astro-meteorologists” were winning fame and fortune for 
predicting the weather based on the movement of the stars. While Thomas Robert 
Malthus saw the food crisis of the turn-of-the-century as a warning that human beings had 
overstripped the land’s carrying capacity, William Godwin viewed the same crisis as 
evidence of how mismanagement and unjust distribution of resources had squandered the 
earth’s natural bounty.  I make no claims in this dissertation to resolve these contradictions; 
rather, the rich and even chaotic diversity of weather discourse in the period attests both to 
the significance of the weather in everyday life for a still largely agrarian nation and to the 
sprawling, variegated intellectual life of 18th- and 19th-century England. 
 Furthermore, the weather is not merely a scientific or natural phenomenon but a 
cultural one as well, overlaid with multiple, sometimes competing, interpretive frames. 
People rarely just talked about the weather. Rather, a whole range of fundamental 
questions about the production of knowledge and the distribution of power were at stake in 
debates over the weather: conflicts between religion and science, between local and global 
understandings of the weather, between progressive and declensionist historical 
perspectives. In both religious and secularized forms, the connection between the weather 
and the health of the nation (or the empire) was constant throughout the period, as was the 
 19 
assumption that climate both shaped, and was shaped by, human behavior and social 
institutions. 
 In the end, the story I want to tell is not one of professionalization or secularization, 
but a process I hesitate to call globalization.  The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw 
the gradual replacement of a notion of weather as fixed and local with a discourse that saw 
weather as an interdependent, constantly shifting global system, that could only be 
understood through the collection of meteorological information from data points spread 
around the globe.  The same period, of course, also saw the consolidation and expansion 
of the Empire as the most powerful geopolitical force on earth. The literature of the period 
reflects the sense, implicitly stated by John Ruskin in 1839, that the study of weather was 
not only a matter of immense practical concern to the growing empire, but more radically, 
that by binding the corners of the earth together into a coherent system, the weather 
functions as a signifier for empire.  Focusing on the nexus of climate and human activity 
required thinking in terms of interdependent systems, and pondering the ways in which 
politics, economics, culture, and ecology collided and mutually interacted.  
This dissertation will trace how this nexus was understood by several major British 
writers of the long nineteenth century: William Cowper, Percy Shelley, John Keats, and 
John Ruskin among them, concluding with a discussion of how their ideas are relevant to 
our contemporary climate emergency. Chapter 2 of this dissertation examines Cowper’s 
The Task in light of the extraordinary weather of the summer of 1783, notably a gaseous 
cloud resulting from the Laki volcanic eruptions in Iceland which covered much of Europe 
and reached Africa and North America. I create a picture of this event, overshadowed in 
history by the great eruptions of the nineteenth century but nonetheless a major, 
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continental environmental disaster, drawing on both contemporaneous accounts and on 
historical climatology, which has been able to describe the environmental impact of the 
Laki eruptions with remarkable precision.  Cowper reads this fog, as well as other natural 
disasters of that year, as omens (“portentous, unexampled, unexplained”) of divine 
displeasure with a range of sins—slavery, war, luxury, sexual immorality, and destruction of 
the natural landscape.  For Cowper, all these evils are largely due to the increasing 
urbanization of eighteenth-century life. Cowper’s concern about cities and the sort of 
human subjects they tend to produce both looks back to the long tradition of 17th-and 18th-
century rural retirement poetry and forward to the politics of Lyrical Ballads, which 
Wordsworth positioned as a challenge to the intellectual lethargy resulting from increasing 
urbanization.  Drawing on Cowper’s letters as well as contemporary newspaper articles, 
journal entries, and scientific texts about the effects of urban air pollution on human health, 
I argue that he portrays cities as both morally and environmentally harmful. By tying 
environmental deterioration to moral decline, Cowper uses the weather of 1783 as a 
warning against cities’ contamination, both physical and cultural, of the rural landscape. I 
situate this reading of The Task in the context of recent work on eighteenth-century fears 
about deterioration of the weather.  Britons’ faith in their temperate climate, long seen as a 
source of the island’s political liberty and military strength, was disrupted by the dry fog and 
extreme temperatures of 1783, and Cowper skillfully draws upon those anxieties to urge 
moral and political reform.   
Chapter 3 turns to the work of the most scientifically invested of the major 
Romantics, Percy Shelley, whom I situate in connection with the Tambora volcanic 
eruption of 1816.  That eruption produced the so-called “year without a summer,” with 
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disastrous economic and health effects across the globe.  I argue that the aftermath of the 
eruption, which has been documented as a key influence on works by others in Shelley’s 
circle, such as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Byron’s “Darkness,” was an important 
touchstone in Percy Shelley’s work as well. Shelley’s early work (such as Queen Mab) was 
marked by faith that a climate tamed by human intervention would result in the elimination 
of poverty, hunger, and war. “Mont Blanc,” written in the Alps during “summerless” 1816, 
with its vision of mass destruction through glaciation, reflects Shelley’s new, more dystopian 
ecological views, as well as an emerging sensitivity to the possibility of long-term geological 
and climate change. Later works such as “Ode to the West Wind,” and “The Cloud” 
reflect a more sophisticated sense of climate’s contingency and of the interaction of human 
activity and climate. I treat Shelley’s work in a broader cultural and scientific context 
(including Byron’s “Darkness,” Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and Luke Howard’s 
taxonomy of clouds) to suggest that by the 1810s a new discourse developed that insisted 
upon treating weather and climate phenomena with a new respect for the intricacy and 
complexity of the climate system.  From Percy Shelley I turn to Mary Shelley’s apocalyptic 
novel The Last Man, which extends this more negative understanding of climate to its 
terrible, ultimate conclusion. Set in the late 21st century, the novel depicts a cooled planet 
whose human population is devastated by a nameless disease but largely suggestive of 
cholera, a climate-influenced disease that had recently become a global pandemic. In its 
vision of climatic decline and pervasive disease, The Last Man completely inverts Queen 
Mab’s faith in climate’s perfectibility. The novel reflects an emerging view that climate is 
not stable but is constantly changing, and may not always provide conditions favorable to 
the continued existence of human life. By broaching the thinkability of a future world 
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without human beings, The Last Man provides an ecological fable that is strikingly resonant 
in our own age, highly attuned to the dangers of sudden anthropogenic climate change. 
 In my fourth chapter, I examine Shelley’s contemporary John Keats, who in 
climatic matters as in so many other ways provides a dark counterpoint to his friend and 
colleague. Keats saw climatic variation not as a regrettable obstacle to be overcome but as 
conducive to humanity’s full intellectual and spiritual development. I read Keats’s letters 
and poems in light of his general skepticism towards the utopian schemes of William 
Godwin and his followers, and in particular his doubts about the climatic improvement 
theories then being put into practice in England and in America. Using two such local 
environments, the Midwestern United States (where Keats’s brother George settled) and 
suburban Hampstead (the famed incubator of the Leigh Hunt intellectual circle) to frame 
this discussion, I suggest that Keats’s work provides a reminder of the material limits 
imposed by the climate system on human achievement, as well as of the innate folly of any 
attempt to impose mastery on the climate. Juxtaposing Keats’s concept of “negative 
capability” with the grim economics of Thomas Robert Malthus, I trace the outlines of an 
emergent “dark green Romanticism,” which problematizes the abstraction of “Nature” that 
first-generation Romantics such as Wordsworth accepted as a given, and renounces the will 
to mastery over nature that pervaded eighteenth-century theories of land improvement. 
Such an approach sees climatic limits to population and economic growth not as 
unfortunate obstacles but as part of a “vale of soul-making” that allow us to fully embrace 
our humanity and its inextricable links to natural systems.  
 Moving into the mid-Victorian period, Chapter 5 traces the evolution in John 
Ruskin’s writing about weather and climate, in light of the increasing professionalization of 
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meteorology and the vastly improved communications technology of the later nineteenth 
century.  I set Ruskin’s “Remarks on the Present State of Meteorological Science” (1839) in 
conversation with earlier texts by Richard Kirwan and Luke Howard, which envision 
meteorology as a science uniquely dependent upon international cooperation in the 
collection and transmission of data.  Ruskin’s 1839 essay reframes the liberal 
internationalism of Kirwan and Howard in a discourse of empire and global panoptic 
surveillance, envisioning the British Meteorological Society as the central point of a vast 
network that he describes as “one vast Eye,” with the ambition of precisely mapping the 
state of the atmosphere at all points on the globe. Ruskin combines democratic aspirations 
with imperial ambition and provides a blueprint for the professionalized Meteorological 
Office of the later nineteenth century, dependent upon a global network of weather-
observers and the rapid communication possibilities opened up by electrical telegraphy. I 
then turn to the investigation of weather and climate in Ruskin’s late work The Storm-
Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, in which he combines political, ecological, and cultural 
lines of attack to decry the present state of the English nation in an age of industrial 
pollution.  Ruskin inverts the common patriotic rallying cry of the day by noting that the 
British Empire has become an empire upon which the sun never rises, suggesting, like 
Cowper a century earlier, that the nation could not thrive while its land, sea, and skies were 
polluted and despoiled.  Where meteorology for the young Ruskin promises to master the 
very heavens, at the end of his career Ruskin is forced to admit the limitations of human 
control and understanding of the environment, falling back upon a mystical, prophetic 
voice as the only proper response to an industrial atmosphere composed of “dead men’s 
souls.” Finally, I conclude by juxtaposing Ruskin’s plague wind with literary and cultural 
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reactions with the natural disaster of the Krakatoa eruption of 1883, which, unlike the Laki 
and Tambora eruptions, occurred during the age of telegraphy. English literary texts that 
describe the famed “Krakatoa” sunsets often attempt to manage or contain the disruptive 
effect of nature by assimilating the eruption into pre-existing literary narratives. By placing 
these texts in conversation, I can explore the extent to which the promise of early 
meteorology to achieve international cooperation through a “conspiracy of nations” was 
fulfilled in the century between Laki and Krakatoa.  
 In the final chapter, I take this narrative into the present day by trying to draw 
lessons from the Romantic encounter with climate change for our own historical moment. I 
take as a starting point the notion that we have entered a new geological epoch that some 
have termed an “Anthropocene Age,” in which human activity is a major, planet-scale 
influence on the global environment. I contend, drawing upon Dipesh Chakrabarty’s 
concept of the “climate of history,” that traditional historiography’s downplaying of 
environmental considerations in favor of a focus on human institutions should be revised in 
light of our age of ecological crisis. As human civilization enters these uncharted waters, I 
suggest that the Romantics’ awareness of the inescapable ties between humanity and 
climate, as well as the global and dynamic nature of the climate system, can help us to yield 
theological and methodological approaches that will help us meet our own challenges.  
 While this project is bookended by the two climatic disturbances of Laki and 
Krakatoa, it also corresponds roughly to a what has been named “the Romantic Century” 
by Susan Wolfson and William Galperin, who argued that the second half of the 
eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth constitute a distinct historical epoch 
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in which the roots of modernity lie.40 This dissertation seeks to contribute to the study of 
“Romanticism” (always a contested and loaded term) in the chronologically and 
thematically broadened sense that it has taken on.  Weather-watching helped shape the 
Romantic subject’s relationship towards the natural world, in a process of discovery (and 
self-creation) that combined scientific knowledge, speculative philosophy, and embodied 
experience. Nineteenth-century British writers, as Oscar Wilde recognized towards the 
century’s close, were never just talking about the weather—but neither were they merely 
using weather as a political, social, or religious metaphor. Rather, they drew upon the 
objective weather events they experienced, and the growing body of meteorological and 
climatological inquiry in the period, to address the most vital intellectual, cultural, and 
historical questions of the age.  
 Given the pervasive presence of ideas and observations about weather in British 
thought, this dissertation is necessarily limited in scope. Reluctantly, I have passed over 
fuller discussions about other climates—the tropics, the poles, and to a large extent the 
Americas—in order to concentrate, primarily, on British writers’ engagement with their own 
fickle environment (although, necessarily, they are forced to narrate that environment in 
terms of the nineteenth century’s understanding of weather as a global subject). I have also 
not been able to treat at length a number of key writers (Clare, Coleridge, William and 
Dorothy Wordsworth, Austen, Tennyson, Hopkins) to name a few, whose work featured 
meticulous and thoughtful observations of the weather. A truly full picture of the Romantic 
encounter with climate change will require a mosaic-like filling in of this complex history 
through a plethora of close, ecohistorical case studies, respecting the full diversity of the 
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age’s voices and approaches.  I have chosen to concentrate on telling one particular story, 
in which weather as a cultural subject becomes simultaneously global and interdisciplinary 
in the nineteenth century, in ways that it had not been before.  
 In a project of this sort, there is always a danger of a kind of reductionism, of 
overstating the influence of daily weather on the literature of the period.  I am not 
suggesting, for instance, that literary scholars first check the daily temperature and 
barometric readings on the date of a poem’s composition before venturing an 
interpretation.  Robert Browning warned against such microhistorical reductionism, 
famously asking, “What porridge had John Keats?” But perhaps the pendulum has swung 
too far the other way, resulting in a forgetting of the lived experience of individual, 
embodied writers who produced the literary texts we study. I do suggest that when these 
writers explicitly invoke weather, we consider the weather as they were living and 
experiencing it, not merely as a symbolic trope or an abstract, universal conception of 
“Nature.” Likewise, in our own age, as we are reminded once more of our constant and 
inescapable vulnerability to extreme weather and climatic disruption, we too will have to 




The Metropolitan Volcano: 
Climatology, Polit ics,  and Prophecy in The Task  
 
 In the spring of 2010, the volcanic eruptions at Eyjafjallajökull in Iceland provided 
a striking reminder of human civilization’s continuing vulnerability to environmental and 
geological processes beyond our control. As dry volcanic ash covered large areas of 
northern Europe, clouds of sulfurous emissions caused twenty countries to shut down their 
air space, disrupting the travel plans of hundreds of thousands of travelers and dramatically 
demonstrating the impact of natural disasters on even the most affluent and technologically 
advanced postindustrial societies.  Those eruptions, and the similar eruptions at Grimsvötn 
(also in Iceland a year later), fit easily into a narrative of ecological apocalypse that has 
gained increasing force in recent years as devastating earthquakes, typhoons, hurricanes, 
flooding, droughts, and above all the looming reality of anthropogenic climate change 
together create a sense of an ecological crisis—in one poet’s words, “a world that seems/To 
toll the death bell of its own decease.”41    
 Those are not the words of a radical ecologist writing in the 21st century, but the 
evangelical Christian poet William Cowper in 1785, seeking to make sense of a series of 
natural disasters that he deemed “[p]ortentous, unexampled, unexplained.”42 Just like the 
Lisbon earthquake three decades earlier, these natural disasters shook religious faith in 
divine benevolence and in the orderliness of the universe.  While naturalistic theories 
gained prominence in the eighteenth century, particularly in England’s major cities, 
providentialist views continued to hold sway over a large section of the English public.  A 
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writer of fervent and deep religious commitment, and at the same time a product of 
modern, educated urban English culture, Cowper faced a challenge in authorizing the 
prophetic voice he adopts periodically throughout The Task to persuade the audience of 
an increasingly secular and skeptical age of the urgent necessity for moral reform.   
 While Cowper explicitly invites us to read The Task as an escape from the hectic 
turmoil of the political into a contemplative, richly interiorized subjectivity, recent criticism 
has emphasized the ways in which the poem is deeply enmeshed in the historical events of 
the time. Julie Ellison has demonstrated that Cowper drew upon newspaper reports in his 
poetry to create a provincial cosmopolitanism, bringing the “world into the parlor and 
“[linking] the domestic arts to the world.”43  The Task became, as Kevis Goodman argues, 
an attempt “to turn the noise of the present into conversation,” using the rough draft of 
history provided by the emerging newspaper culture as a basis for poetic art, and taking the 
thematic and formal disunity of newspapers as a structural model.44 One of The Task's 
major innovations, as Mary Favret has shown, was to cultivate a historical sensibility that 
collapses spatial and temporal divisions, creating networks of moral affinity that extend 
beyond national borders to those deemed as “others,” Britain’s wartime enemies and 
colonial subjects.45  
 In Book II of The Task, Cowper expands his circle of affective concern to embrace 
both Britain’s imperial subjects and the natural world, which the poem depicts as 
threatened by increasing urbanization and industrialization.  The Task conflates the 
ecological pollution of the fog with the moral pollution of slavery, which challenged 
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England’s self-image as a tolerant, liberal nation, by literalizing the common abolitionist 
figure of the slave trade as a foreign contaminant to the “pure air” of England. As a 
committed evangelical Christian, Cowper saw the slave trade as a mortal sin capable of 
calling down the wrath of God, but was also well aware of the difficulty of authorizing a 
prophetic voice for contemporary readers.  The weather of 1783 provided Cowper the 
perfect solution to this problem, enabling him to use the fog to castigate slavery by drawing 
upon ideas then in wide scientific circulation about the dangers of air pollution and the 
connection between climate and character.  Cowper treats the natural disasters of 1783 not 
only as portents of a future apocalyptic doom, but also as highly particularized, intensified 
microcosms of the general ecological and spiritual pollution that he sees as already at work 
in late eighteenth-century England.   
 Recent paleoclimatological work has largely confirmed Cowper’s and his 
contemporaries’ sense that the weather of that summer was extraordinary. The volcanic 
eruption began on June 8, 1783, and continued until February the following year, releasing 
the second-largest lava flow in recorded history (about 50 miles long and 15 miles wide), 
and emitting about 120 megatons of sulfur dioxide into the earth’s atmosphere, 
approximately equal to the present-day total annual industrial output of the European 
Union.46 The resulting dry fog covered most of Europe by the end of the month, and was 
observed as far away as China, northern Africa, and Newfoundland.47 Crops and livestock 
were devastated throughout Iceland, where famine and respiratory ailments killed one 
quarter of the population, while vegetation was scorched, blackened, and ruined by the fog 
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throughout northwestern Europe.48 Climatologists have connected the fog to both that 
summer’s extreme heat in much of Europe (the hottest recorded in Britain before 1995) 
and the extremely cold global winter of 1783-4, in which ice floes were seen in the Gulf of 
Mexico and the Mississippi River froze at New Orleans.49 In Britain alone, the direct and 
indirect effects of the fog were responsible for nearly 20,000 deaths.50 The effects of the fog 
on the earth’s climate system continued for several years, resulting in unusually low mean 
global temperatures for the next three years,51 causing widespread crop failure, disease, and 
social disruption throughout Europe,52 and likely helping to prolong the meteorological era 
known as the Little Ice Age.53 
 In The Task the fog, floating across national boundaries and poisoning everything it 
touches, becomes a sign for the global reach of the slave trade, which imperial 
administration has displaced to the colonies but which now returns, transformed, from the 
empire’s margins to contaminate the English body politic.  Abolitionists decried slavery as 
an invasive presence foreign to England's atmosphere and climate, notably in the well-
publicized 1772 case of Somerset v. Stewart.  James Somerset, a slave whose owner had 
brought him to England, had sued for his freedom, with his lawyer, Francis Hargrave, 
invoking the holding of a 1638 case, in which a slaveholder was forbidden from whipping 
his Russian slave on the grounds that “England was too pure an air for slavery.”54 Hargrave’s 
brief to the court set up an opposition between England, as the seat of liberty and 
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civilization, and the colonies, in which barbarism and force still reigned: throughout 
civilized Europe, he argued, slavery’s “decay” had nearly been “perfected” by around 1500, 
until “the discovery of America revived those tyrannic doctrines of servitude.”55 Hargrave’s 
historical claim was debatable; as one attorney noted, “slaves could breathe in England” 
even in the Elizabethan age.56  Hargrave, however, effectively painted the slave trade as a 
distinctively foreign phenomenon that threatened to contaminate the English body politic, 
and liberal English minds and manners, through its importation: he feared that “the horrid 
cruelties, scarce credible in recital, perpetrated in America” would extinguish English 
“feelings of humanity” and its “generous sallies of free minds.”57  
 While Hargrave rightly pointed to the horrors of the treatment of slaves, his larger 
argument suggests that slavery’s greatest injury would be in damaging the liberal minds of 
Englishmen and importing the savage customs of other lands.  For Hargrave, slavery’s 
greatest threat was to Britain’s political exceptionality.  His argument prevailed in court, 
and the Chief Justice of the King’s Bench, Lord Mansfield, ordered Somerset released, 
calling slavery so “odious” that it could not exist except by explicit authorization of positive 
law.58  In the popular imagination, Hargrave’s stirring rhetoric overshadowed the court’s 
(fairly limited) opinion, which did not actually abolish slavery within England’s borders.59  
The Somerset case, and the notion of slavery as a pollutant to the “pure air” of England, 
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became both a powerful rhetorical tool for the antislavery movement, and a warning to 
proslavery interests that the empire-wide abolition of slavery might be on the way.60   
 The references to England's pure air were not merely metaphorical flourishes; 
rather, they reflected the literal belief, held by most educated English people, that their 
temperate yet mutable climate predisposed them towards liberty and self-government, 
while more extreme climates encouraged slavery and despotism. Yet the traditional 
“purity” of English air seemed very precarious in the 1770s and 1780s, as doctors and 
scientists sounded alarms about the negative impacts of industrial air pollution on the 
health and temperament of the English public. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, the biomedical sciences turned their attention to the negative effects of urban air 
pollution on the environment, human health, and the national character, creating an 
association between the city and ill health that certainly informed the anti-urban polemics 
of Cowper and other pre-Romantics. 
 In his remarkable 1661 work Fumifugium, the polymath John Evelyn identified 
urban air pollution as a chief cause of childhood mortality. Evelyn cited the striking 
statistics from London’s mortality records that “near half the children that are born and 
bred in London die under two years of age,” caused by the “constant and unremitting 
Poison” of the city’s foul air.61 Addressing the recently restored King Charles II directly, 
Evelyn rejects claims to English air purity by unfavorably comparing it to the “excellent Aer 
of other countries” with which the King is familiar.62 For Evelyn, the poor quality of English 
air desecrates the country’s name in the English community, endangers the “Health of [the 
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King’s] subjects,” and “sullies the glory of [the King’s] Imperial Seat.”63 The cure for this 
terrible danger, however, is not in any technological marvel but in England’s own natural 
wealth: a “Catalogue of native Plants, and such as are familiar to our Country and Clime, 
whose redolent and agreeable Emissions would…perfectly improve and meliorate the Air 
about London” without damaging the sacred rights of private property.64  
 Fumifugium also demonstrates an awareness of the extent to which climate interacts 
with human industrial activity, albeit at a very provisional level. In the tradition of 
Herodotus (and well before Montesquieu), he theorizes that climate shapes character: the 
air of the northern extremes of Europe are not as “pure” as those parts “nearer the 
Tropicks, where the Continent is less ragged, and the Weather more constant and steady, 
as well as the Inclination and Temper of the Inhabitants.”65 Poor air is not only a threat to 
individual health but to the body politic, as the “Aer itself is many times a potent and great 
disposer to Rebellion.”66 Based on anecdotal evidence, Evelyn concludes that merely 
visiting London causes the “Losse of Appetite and a kind of General Stupefaction,” while 
leaving the city almost instantaneously restores a sense of health and vigor.67 The 
“intemperate use of Sea-Coale,” he charges, is producing an “arsenical vapour, as well as 
sulphur,” responsible for causing or aggravating almost all diseases and illnesses.68  
 Evelyn’s work provides an early awareness of the dangers of coal-burning to human 
health. Over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, other scientists would 
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further buttress his conclusions, demonstrating the great threat that urbanism posed to the 
quality of English air. The physician William Buchan noted in his 1784 treatise Domestic 
Medicine that the “[w]ant of wholesome air is destructive to many of the children in large 
towns.”69 Buchan’s textbook, a sort of comprehensive guide for the practical family 
physician, repeatedly stresses the importance of a congenial climate and of the circulation 
of clean air. Whenever, Buchan writes, large numbers of people are gathered together, “if 
the air has not a free circulation, it soon becomes unwholesome.”70 Buchan paints a hellish 
picture of the air of England’s great industrial cities:  
In great cities so many things tend to pollute the air, that it is no wonder  
it proves fatal to the inhabitants. The air in cities is not only breathed 
repeatedly over, but is likewise loaded with sulphur, smoke, and other 
exhalations, besides the vapours continually arising from innumerable 
putrid substances, as dunghills, slaughterhouses, etc.71 
In the early 1770s, public speakers such as the schoolmaster Adam Walker, 
drawing on the work of Joseph Priestley, spoke to packed lecture halls throughout England 
and led campaigns to publicize the dangers associated with urban air pollution, not just to 
physical health but to English independence and strength of character.72 The movement for 
urban air reform described a feedback loop between the environment and society: unclean 
urban air was a waste by-product of an idle, corrupt, and artificially luxurious lifestyle, but 
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pollution’s enervating effects on the body also contributed to further moral and 
deterioration, creating a vicious cycle that only drastic reform could address.73 
 This insistence on the links between the environment and the socio-political realm 
can be traced to the extensive debates in the eighteenth century about the influence of 
climate and air quality upon national characteristics and behavior.  The foundation for 
eighteenth-century debates about climate and culture was Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws, 
which argues that climate is the principal factor shaping the “temper of the mind and the 
passions of the heart.”74 Northern climates, Montesquieu claimed, fostered aggression and 
social discipline, and tropical climates engendered laziness, excessive passion, timidity and 
intemperance. Temperate climates, like Montesquieu’s France, exerted no pronounced 
effect on the virtues and vices of their citizens, so residents of temperate zones were closest 
to humanity in its natural (uncorrupted) state.75  
Although Montesquieu had identified the English climate as conducive to 
distemper and suicide, British writers and scientists quickly produced arguments that 
“England, and not France, possessed the climate most suitable to developing a happy, 
productive citizenry.”76  As early as 1733, John Arbuthnot argued that the rapid shifts in 
temperature and air pressure in the British Isles exerted a stimulating effect on the 
character.77  Cooler or temperate climates, Arbuthnot argued, were conducive to good 
circulation, while tropical or even Mediterranean climates resulted in excessive 
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perspiration, causing the blood of their inhabitants to become “black and dense.”78 
However, anthropogenic disturbances to the air threatened England’s natural atmospheric 
balance. The “fumes…raised by natural or artificial fire,” the “poisonous streams of Mines,” 
the “Smoke of culinary fires,” and the “Steams of fermenting Liquors”—all indices of 
urbanization and technological progress—become a part of “the Contents of that I which we 
breathe.”79 Drawing on recent research in chemistry, Arbuthnot concluded that the “smoke 
of urban air” was dangerous to everyone, especially asthmatics, because of its “sulfurous 
streams of fuel” causing both “the danger of suffocation” and “a wide variety of diseases” 
arising from “imperfect respiration.”80    
Climatic determinism also played a significant role in the work of the period’s 
most prominent historian, Edward Gibbon, whose account of the fall of the Roman 
empire had obvious contemporary resonance for the British reading public at the time of 
The Task, reeling from the loss of the American colonies.  Gibbon posited that the climate 
of Europe had warmed over the preceding two millennia as a result of the taming and 
cultivation of the land.81 “Modern improvements,” such as draining the swamps, 
cultivating the land, and clearing the “immense woods” which overtook much of 
Germany and Poland, resulted in a gradual “diminution of the cold.”82 Gibbon thus 
reflects, long before the development of modern theories of climate change, a consensus 
understanding that human activity and climate are interlinked. Northern climates 
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encouraged restlessness, as well as a tendency to prefer conquest to patient labor, that 
helped shape the temperament of the Gothic tribes.  
Gibbon’s historiographical theory reflects the eighteenth century elite 
conventional wisdom that climate plays a decisive influence on world affairs. The 
“important circumstances of climate, of manners, and of institutions,” Gibbon argues, 
“rendered the wild barbarians of Germany such formidable enemies to the Roman 
power.”83 Noting the opinion of certain “ingenious writers” that “Europe was much 
colder formerly than it is at present,” as well as the “most ancient descriptions of the 
climate of Germany” that confirm such theories, Gibbon paints a comprehensive picture 
of the geological, climatological, and biological influences on the German character.84 
The extreme German environment, he argues, resulted in “a strength better adapted to 
violent exertions than to patient labour” as compared to the residents of Mediterranean 
climes.85  
Other Enlightenment figures, however, did find climatic determinism too 
reductionist, and argued that the relationship between climate and character is more 
complex. David Hume launched an array of empirically based counterarguments in an 
attempt to disprove Montesquieu’s theory, noting that certain nations were actually 
radically different in habit, structure, and temperament from their near neighbors, while 
sharing those same cultural characteristics with other nations in dramatically different 
geographical situations.86 He also notes that members of similar professions and social 
classes tend to have similar temperaments across national divisions, suggesting a certain 
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amount of innate human variability that swamps the influence of culture. To the extent 
that climate does exercise an influence, Hume held that that influence is often more 
complex that Montesquieu assumes. Citing Francis Bacon, Hume hypothesizes that the 
same influences that supposedly cause northern inhabitants to be less “ingenious” than 
their southern neighbors also cause the most outstanding members of northern societies 
to rise to an even higher level of genius than they could have in a more moderate 
climate.87  Hume does not entirely reject the notion that climate exercises an important 
influence, but he presented an important counterargument for the primacy of cultural 
and social causes.  
 Furthermore, eighteenth-century climate theorists assumed that climate was 
mutable and could be improved by human activity. As Eric Gidal has pointed out, “[w]hile 
climatology served Montesquieu as a critical distinction between natural and positive law, in 
the revolutionary era it served as a moral imperative to unite the two” by rendering the 
physical landscape more conducive to moral improvement.88 Works such as William 
Robertson's History of America, a major influence on Thomas Jefferson's land use 
proposals, proposed that human activity was constantly both shaping and being shaped by 
the climate system. For Robertson and other exponents of colonization, the impacts of 
human intervention on the landscape were generally positive, both for the climate itself and 
for human health, virtue, and prosperity.  
 Yet urban air pollution came to be widely viewed as a threat to this delicate climatic 
balance and thus, ultimately, to the English national character itself. The foul air that 
surrounded high-population areas, together with excessively foggy or rainy weather, were 
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blamed for facilitating spotted fever, among other ailments.89 In 1781 the Scottish physician 
William Falconer published his Remarks on the Influence of Climate, an exhaustive work 
suggesting that climatic differences drove virtually all important distinctions between nations 
in terms of customs, religion, temperament, and politics. In the tropics, for instance, 
“indolence” was such a naturally occurring tendency that it was elevated to an “article of 
religion,” while he attributes the Jewish and Muslim religious bans on consumption of pork 
not to divine edict but to unsuitability of pork as a food source in hot climates because of 
its relative lack of perspiration.90 Falconer’s Remarks sum up the conventional wisdom of 
Enlightenment climatology (with Hume an important dissenter) in finding climatic 
adaptation at the root of virtually all social systems.   
At the same time, Falconer revealed an awareness that the built environment could 
potentially also function as a “climate” that could shape men’s manners and morals just as a 
natural climate would. Falconer argued that the negative effects of high-population areas 
and dirty air would injure health and manners equally: “an air thus depraved [by living in 
cities] is not more favourable to the genius and disposition than to the health of mankind.”91 
The success and ingenuity of the human race, Falconer assumed, depended on an 
enterprising and aggressive character, reasoning by analogy to a dead body’s “putrefaction” 
in close, airless quarters, Falconer floats (without fully committing to) the proposition that 
“the timid character generally attributed to the inhabitants of great cities” may be a logical 
biological outgrowth of this lack of clean, invigorating air.92  
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Falconer’s work refined and extended climatic determinism beyond regional 
climatic differences to apply to the effects of urban microclimates on human temperament, 
to contemplate possible impacts of human activity on the climate, and to suggest that in 
certain respects climate might be deteriorating rather than improving. Moreover, because 
cities constituted an unnatural and unprecedented “climate,” their disruptive tendencies 
were more unpredictable and, potentially, harder to manage. 
 Alongside climatic determinism another scientific paradigm emerged in the late 
eighteenth century, a theory of meteorology that saw weather as a global, interconnected, 
and predictable system. If the intellectual tendency of climatic determinism was to 
emphasize the differences between particular geographical areas, the new science of 
weather underscored that weather phenomena in one region could have demonstrable 
effects on the other side of the globe. The eighteenth century saw the gradual (but by no 
means complete) replacement of a tradition of interpreting the weather that foregrounded 
extreme and seemingly random atmospheric phenomena with an approach that 
emphasized the regularity and periodicity of weather.93 This new science was based largely 
in major metropolitan areas rather than the provinces, and relied on the widespread 
ownership of instruments such as thermometers and barometers by private citizens 
(overwhelmingly members of the clergy) who saw their weather-watching as a civic duty, 
and used them to meticulously accumulate weather data over long spans of time.94  
 In the early 1780s the Rhineland Palatinate established the first sustained 
transnational network of weather observation stations, with the goal of creating a synoptic, 
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or bird's-eye, view overlooking the weather system of an entire region.95 Observers began to 
posit that particular weather phenomena could have significant effects across time and 
space; for instance, Benjamin Franklin, who witnessed the infamous 1783 fog while 
negotiating the end to the U.S. Revolutionary War in Paris, correctly speculated that it 
might have been connected with the unusual cold of the following winter.96 Writing mere 
weeks before the first balloons would carry human explorers into the atmosphere, Franklin 
speculated that “there seems to be a region higher in the air over all countries, where it is 
always winter, where frost exists continually.”97 The orderly process of the seasons, he 
surmised, depends upon an efficient distribution of water vapor, which the 1783 fog 
prevented. Franklin conjectured that  
  [d]uring several of the summer months of the year 1783, when the  
  effect of the sun’s rays to heat the earth in these northern regions should 
  have been greater, there existed a constant fog over all Europe, and great   
  part of North America—This fog was of a permanent nature; it was dry, and 
  the rays of the sun seemed to have little effect towards dissipating it.98 
 The result was a “nearly frozen” surface of the earth, “severely cold winds,” and the 
“winter of 1783-4, [which] was more severe than had happened in many years.”99 In linking 
the fog to the “vast quantity of smoke, long continuing to issue during the summer from 
Hecla in Iceland,” Franklin misidentified the responsible volcano but was otherwise right 
on the money: volcanoes did cause the fog, and the fog did indeed drive the unusually cold 
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winter. Franklin’s novel breakthrough, not much discussed at the time, was a first step 
towards beginning to understand how geological events like volcanoes can influence 
weather on a global scale and even for years at a time.  
Unlike sciences that could be pursued in a solitary laboratory, meteorological data 
gathering was a collective--and international--project almost by necessity. The English 
public now realized that the weather of their foreign rivals “was not merely comparable to 
our weather; in time, and with some translation, their weather became our weather--and 
our weather would soon become someone else's.”100 The new understanding of weather 
meant, as Mary Favret argues, that the England's “climate--physical, political, moral, 
emotional--cannot be isolated from and must be understood alongside weather elsewhere,” 
threatening Britain’s sense of its own climatic exceptionality.101  
 Not understanding the connection between the volcano and the fog, but aware from 
newspaper reports of its continental reach, terrified observers throughout Europe reached 
for ways to explain it in both natural and supernatural terms.102 Writing in Hampshire, the 
naturalist Gilbert White described summer heat so intense that “butcher’s meat could 
hardly be eaten on the day after it was killed,” and a “sun as blank as a clouded moon at 
noon” but “lurid and blood-coloured at rising and setting.”103 One observer speculated that 
the vegetation was due to a “remarkable frost,” in the midst of the English summer.104 The 
fog combined with meteor sightings, earthquakes that devastated much of Italy, and 
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unusually numerous and severe thunderstorms, to create a widely felt sense of unease, and 
even, in some quarters, suspicions that the end of the world might be approaching.  
 The fog of 1783, floating uninterrupted across borders and eventually covering 
much of Europe, provided dramatic and tangible evidence for the new paradigm that saw 
weather as an interconnected “global subject,”105 undercutting British expectations of an 
orderly, stable national climate.106 Newspaper dispatches from France, Italy, and Germany 
demonstrated to Cowper that the fog in England was part of a much larger phenomenon.  
The dozens of newspapers reports and scientific papers regarding the fog rendered it a 
“thoroughly public occurrence,” the object of debate and speculation in scientific circle 
sand among the general public, with most observers concurring that it was “unparalleled 
either in the memory of living witnesses or in the records compiled by weather diarists.”107 
 Newspapers played a key role in The Task by providing the “loop-holes of retreat” 
through which Cowper could view the frantic and disordered outside world from his 
position of rural seclusion.108  Recent Cowper criticism has re-envisioned those “loop-holes” 
not as a form of withdrawal, but as sites of engagement with the larger world.109 Newspapers 
linked Cowper to the intellectual, cultural, and political life of the broader world, and 
enabled his paradoxical status in The Task, in Ian Baucom's words, as “an entirely 
geopolitical poet of fancy” who uses verse to perform “a worldly observation of global 
history from within a melancholy hideout of retreat.”110  As Kevis Goodman argues, 
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Cowper seeks “to 'turn' the random or dissociated particles of news into conversation.”111 
Particularly in the case of the natural disasters of 1783, which newspapers reported in 
widely varying and sometimes contradictory terms, this very disunity opened up interpretive 
possibilities for Cowper to invest these disparate events with political and spiritual meaning.   
 While composing The Task, Cowper subscribed to one of England’s most 
prominent dailies, the Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser, and regularly read the 
thrice-weekly General Evening Post.112 The major British newspapers published reports 
about the fog throughout most of the summer, highlighting and occasionally exaggerating its 
severity. Newspapers blamed the fog for unwholesome air and the spread of fever, and 
remarked upon the extraordinary number of severe and fatal thunderstorms accompanying 
the haze.113  That summer, the Gentleman’s Magazine reported that the summer fogs in 
Africa were even “thicker and more suffocating along the coasts” than those in England.114 
A letter from the continent dated July 29, published by several English newspapers, 
exclaimed (somewhat dubiously) that “for six months [Romans] have scarce ever beheld 
the light of the sun, having been continually enveloped in a thick, heavy, and almost 
impenetrable fog, such as the oldest people declare they have never before observed.”115 
Locating the fog as something outside both reason and living human memory, the 
correspondent reached for apocalyptic prophecy as the only possible explanation: “[a]ll 
these things seem portentous, and Heaven only knows what further evils may be 
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impending! This globe of ours has certainly, of late, undergone uncommon agitation.”116 
These reports provide some sense of the extreme reactions emanating from the Continent, 
which was also recovering from the earthquakes that devastated Sicily and Naples.  
 Early in the summer, a public letter published in several English newspapers from 
the astronomer Jérôme de la Lande in Paris sought to quell fears that the fog represented 
an omen of apocalypse.  The unsigned introduction to de la Lande’s letter despaired that 
the “timid,” “low and superstitious” classes of the French public, connecting the “recent 
misfortunes of Calabria” with the fog, “dream of earthquakes and vast revolutions” and 
“talk very seriously of the end of the world.”117 De la Lande assured his educated readers 
that the dry fog was similar to an occurrence in 1764 and “nothing more than a very natural 
effect from a hot sun after a long succession of heavy rain.”  The summer heat, he 
proclaims, had “necessarily and suddenly rarefied a superabundance of watery particles” 
abundant on the earth’s surface, adding the unusual color and dimness to an ordinary 
summer fog.118  While de la Lande was wrong about the fog’s causes, his report evinces the 
anxious condescension with which educated elites eyed common superstitions. For Horace 
Walpole, the fog was a mere annoyance, a natural phenomenon that would eventually be 
decoded by the “modern philosophers” who had “disturbed” the providentialist notion that 
the heavens mirrored events on earth.119 Gilbert White, himself a clergyman, distanced 
himself from the “superstitious awe” of the “country people,” although he admitted that the 
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“most extraordinary appearance, unlike anything known within the memory of man” could 
make even “the most enlightened person apprehensive.”120  
 White’s astonishing description of the fog is striking precisely because it is so out of 
place in the orderly scheme of his Natural History of Selborne, one of the most influential 
and important works of local natural history in the eighteenth century. White’s meticulous 
reportage of weather events in Selborne over a period of decades created the picture of an 
orderly, almost Edenic pastoral landscape, reflecting the care and custodianship of 
benevolent divine providence. White saw, for instance, in the movement of birds an 
endless adaptability, showing that the “methods of Providence are not subjected to any 
mode or rule, but astonish us in new lights and in various and changeable appearances.”121 
Like Gerard Manley Hopkins a century later, White finds the glorious diversity of plant 
and animal life proof positive of divine presence in the world, noting with what “different 
degrees of architectonic skill Providence has endowed birds of the same genus, and so 
nearly correspondent in their general mode of life.”122 When White takes notice of a 
hitherto unknown phenomenon, he is quick to demonstrate how this shows the perfect 
suitability of life forms for the habitat that God has created for them. His inability, 
therefore, to do so for the 1783 fog suggests both the historic scope and scale of that 
occurrence, outside any English person’s living memory, and also the failure of any existing 
interpretive frame (save apocalypticism) to make meaning from it.  
 As Stuart Peterfreund has shown, providentialist views of nature were still widely 
credited in late 18th-century western Europe, and the scientific, metropolitan elites had deep 
                                                
120 White, Natural History 252.  
121 146.  
122 202.  
 47 
anxieties about the viral potential of such superstitions. 123 De la Lande feared that 
conjectures that “begin among the ignorant even in the most enlightened ages” would 
eventually spread to “the best society, and find their way even to the public prints.”124 The 
1783 haze “highlighted differences within British society” between a broad public that 
retained faith in “portents and wonders,” and an educated elite that anxiously sought to 
manage the “socially destabilizing effects” that such superstitions might have.125 The 
widespread circulation and prominent placement of de la Lande’s letter suggests that some 
English newspaper editors may have taken upon themselves the role of gatekeepers of 
knowledge and guardians of a secular, scientific public culture.  
 Other newspaper accounts emphasized the fog’s oppressiveness and unpleasant 
odors, creating the sense that “a blanket of unbelievable weather had draped itself over half 
the known world.”126  In several papers, including the General Evening Post on August 2 
and the Morning Chronicle on August 7, a letter appeared from Embden in Germany, 
reporting that the “thick dry fog” seemed to “have spread over the whole surface of 
Europe,” veiling the sun, bringing an “infectious smell,” stripping leaves from trees, and 
bringing with it a rash of thunderstorms.  On August 17, the Morning Chronicle describes 
“a singular fog [in Provence], such as the oldest man here has before not seen,” which even 
the extreme heat was unable to dissipate. The cloud was described as affecting the entire 
continent, changing sun’s color, and bearing a strong, indeterminable odor, accompanied 
by burning eyes and irritation of those with “weak lungs.”  
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 Newspapers thus gave Cowper a vivid account of both the fog itself and its effects 
upon the human bodies that encountered it, but their reports would need a larger 
interpretive frame to carry meaning in The Task. The particular advantage of newspapers 
as a basis for Cowper's art was that, in their seemingly random collection of assorted and 
sometimes contradictory news items, they “rendered contemporary reality as pliant, the 
moment as unstable or metamorphic, and therefore, so it seemed, open to 
interpretation.”127 The inscrutable fog of 1783 provided a perfect interpretive puzzle, 
ranging from the detached and condescending skepticism of de la Lande to the 
publication, in The Morning Chronicle that summer, of a notice of an ancient text, 
detailing the “entire history of the [pre-Biblical] world,” claiming to predict the “late 
earthquakes in Sicily and Calabria” and future further afflictions to “affect mankind to the 
year 1786.”128   
 Cowper’s letters of that summer demonstrate an intense interest in both the fog and 
in the apocalyptic discourse surrounding it, coupled with a canny awareness that he might 
be able to put the fog to poetic use.  Writing to his friend and spiritual mentor the 
Reverend John Newton, in the first recorded observation of the fog anywhere in England 
on June 13, Cowper emphasized its singularity in human memory:   
[the fogs] continue, though ‘till yesterday the Earth was as dry as intense 
Heat could make it.  The Sun continues to rise and set without his rays, and 
hardly shines at noon even in a cloudless sky.  At Eleven last night the 
moon was of a dull red, she was nearly at her highest elevation and had the 
colour of a heated Brick…[t]hat such an atmosphere should obtain for so 
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long and in a Country where it has not happen’d in my remembrance, even 
in Winter, is rather remarkable.129 
Writing to Newton on June 29, Cowper again remarked on the persistence of the fog, 
noting that “[w]e never see the sun but shorn of his beams, the trees are scarce discernible 
at a mile’s distance, he sets with the face of a red hot salamander, and rises (as I learn from 
report) with the same complexion.”130 Although he had no way of knowing the fog’s origin, 
he describes it as a foreign phenomenon, a “Boeotian atmosphere,” referring to the humid 
area that the ancient Greeks, the original climatic determinists, associated with an 
enervating influence on the temperament.131 In a telling aside, Cowper also remarks that in 
London, “where a dingey atmosphere is frequent, it may be less observable,” suggesting 
that the difference between this extraordinary fog and the everyday pollution that urban 
England had become accustomed to was only one of degree, not kind.      
 For Cowper it was quite predictable that such an extraordinary event would be read 
as an omen of an oncoming apocalypse: “Signs in the heavens are predicted characters of 
the latest times, and in the course of the last 15 years I have been a witness of many.  The 
present obfuscation (if I may call it so) of all nature may be rank’d perhaps among the most 
remarkable.”132 But Cowper’s understanding of providentialist theology, shared by Newton, 
rejected the notion that human beings could predict the Day of Judgment based on natural 
signs: those ““men of fancifull minds [who] interpret Scripture by the contingences of the 
day,” he writes, fail to realize that “what the God of the Scriptures has chosen to conceal, 
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he will not, as the God of Nature, publish.”133 In fact, Cowper mocks the local 
“Connoscenti,” who “fear to go to bed, expecting an Earthquake, … declare that [the sun] 
neither rises nor sets where he did, and assert with great confidence that the day of 
Judgment is at hand.”134 He notes with disdain that they are not moved by these signs to any 
personal “reformation” but continue drinking ale at the same rate as before.135  
 Yet despite his personal reservations about the questionable theology of the 
“Connoscenti,” Cowper was, as Patricia Gilman has pointed out, a canny and astute judge 
of his reading public.136 In his June 8 letter, Cowper slyly reserves the right to describe the 
events of the summer as portents if future events warrant:  “I do not mean to be Mystical, 
but to be understood like an Almanac maker according to the Letter.  As a Poet 
nevertheless I claim, if any wonderfull event should follow, a right to apply all and every 
such post-prognostic to the purposes of the tragic Muse.”137 Months before beginning The 
Task, Cowper was considering how he could use the extraordinary weather as evidence of 
divine displeasure, even though his own theology excluded the possibility of reading these 
events as literal portents. While Cowper here discounts the possibility that apocalyptic fears 
could bring about reformation on an individual level, in The Task he attempted precisely 
such an appeal to reform on a social scale. 
 Bringing together scientific, journalistic, and religious reference points, Cowper 
assumes a vantage-point in The Task from which to overlook the historical position of 
England in the early 1780s and diagnose all of its flaws--moral, political, and ecological--as 
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symptoms of the same systemic disease. Just as the emerging meteorology of the 1780s with 
its “birds-eye” view overlooking large-scale weather patterns, enables observers to look 
down and connect events occurring at distant geographical points as part of a larger, 
coherent system, newspapers provided a “globally telescopic eye” over the full panorama of 
human events that enabled Cowper to synthesize and transform the raw chatter of the 
news.138 In The Task, Cowper describes himself as  
   sitting, and surveying thus at ease 
  The globe and its concerns, I seem advanc'd 
  To some secure and more than mortal height, 
  That lib'rates me and exempts me from them all. 
  It turns submitted to my view, turns round  
  With all its generations; I behold  
  The tumult, and am still.”139 
Although Cowper distances himself from a degraded and sinful world, this pose of 
cynicism functions throughout The Task as a way of arguing for a moral, political, and 
ecological reformation.  Cowper claims an optically privileged position at what Favret calls 
a “middle distance” from the modern world’s “tumult,” where he could diagnose its flaws 
from a position of contemplative withdrawal.140 That metaphorical distance is collapsed 
repeatedly in The Task as the poet is drawn back through the “loop-holes of retreat” into 
the world he disdains, most dramatically through his account of the shared vulnerability of 
human beings to environmental disaster. 
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 At the beginning of Book II, newspapers expose the impossibility of Cowper’s 
desire for complete seclusion from human misdeeds and misfortunes. Writing shortly after 
British defeats in southern India and North America, Cowper longs for life in a “vast 
wilderness” where “rumor of oppression and deceit,/Of unsuccessful or successful 
war,/Might never reach me no more,” but “every day's report” brings accounts of slavery, 
war, and all the “wrong and outrage with which earth is filled.”141 The strife and discord of 
human relations are reflected in the physical environment, as Cowper turns the poem’s 
globe-sweeping pictorial eye towards a host of recent natural disasters that reveal: 
    a world that seems 
  To toll the death-bell of its own decease, 
  And by the voice of all its elements 
  To preach the gen’ral doom.142  
The hurricanes that battered Jamaica, the recent earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, a 
meteor sighting, and the dry fog are all invoked, as unprecedented events that defy 
understanding: 
     When were the winds 
  Let slip with such a warrant to destroy? 
  When did the waves so haughtily o’erleap 
  Their ancient barriers, deluging the dry? 
  Fires from beneath, and meteors from above 
  Portentous, unexampled, unexplained, 
  Have kindled beacons in the skies and th’ old 
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  And crazy earth has had her shaking fits 
  More frequent, and foregone her usual rest. 
  Is it a time to wrangle, when the props 
  And pillars of our planet seem to fail, 
  And Nature with a dim and sickly eye   
  To wait the close of all?143 
Each of these natural disasters, taken in isolation, might not be particularly significant, but 
Cowper's panoramic view lends them interpretive meaning and connects the phenomena 
together as part of a larger systemic crisis. As Tobias Menely argues in a recent article, 
Cowper begins to address, but is unable to fully reconcile, the challenge posed by the 
modernization process itself to the stability of the climate system, instead assimilating it to 
narratives of biblical apocalypse.144 The assault comes from both above and below, from the 
sky, the earth, and the sea. The sun, the “eye” of Nature, now rendered “dim and sickly” 
by the fog, is the final and most dramatic sign of a world that seems to be coming apart at 
the hinges, passively “waiting” for the inevitable end.  
 The grim recitation of the natural disasters of the early 1780s comes together to 
create a terrifying sense of a world completely unmoored from its normal processes and, 
therefore, a world that natural philosophy alone is incapable of explaining without 
reference to the divine. In a nod towards his private doubts, Cowper concedes that these 
events may not be literal portents of the immediate end of the world, as prophecy fortells 
an “end/More distant”; nonetheless, he deems them “frowning signals” of God’s 
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“[d]ispleasure.”145 In terms reminiscent of the Hebrew prophets, Cowper warns that God 
“lays waste his fairest works” and “desolates a nation at a blast” to punish human sin.146 The 
Task depicts the Caribbean hurricanes as an unprecedented reordering of the relationship 
between land and sea; the waves themselves seem to have free will as they “haughtily” top 
the “ancient barriers” which had hitherto confined them.  Iceland’s volcanic activity (“fires 
from below”) and the well-publicized meteor sighting of August 1783 (“meteors above”) 
noted by a number of London newspapers, are “unexampled, unexplained” portents of an 
unknown, but terrifying future.  Even the solid ground itself can no longer be relied on, as 
“the props/And pillars” of the “crazy” planet “seem to fail”—a reference to the earthquakes 
that rocked Italy in the summer of 1783. The climax of this catalogue of natural disasters, 
the most radical and unprecedented disruption of the natural order, is the veiling of the 
Sun, Nature’s “eye,” which appeared “dim and sickly” behind the dry fog.   
 As both a climatic and moral phenomenon, the fog challenges the conventional 
separation between human history and natural history, suggesting a causal relationship 
between human behavior, specifically the sin and slavery, and changes in the natural 
environment. In focusing on the weather as chaotic, disruptive, and unpredictable, Cowper 
aligns himself with the 17th-century tradition of “reading the skies” for extraordinary events, 
and against the dominant 18th-century Whiggish view of weather as orderly, systematic, 
measureable, and tending towards improvement. The natural disasters are sublime, 
inscrutable events that disrupt the supposed continuity of historical narrative and stand 
outside the axis of conventional interpretation. They are “portentous” of the future ahead, 
“unexplained” by contemporary scientific discourse, and “unexampled” in past history. 
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Although Cowper disclaims any attempt to know precisely when the Day of Judgment will 
occur, he strategically invokes the notion that these weather events might be literal (if 
“distant” and uncertain in time) portents of an impending apocalypse in response for 
England’s national sins.  And one sin in particular dominates the beginning of Book II: the 
slave trade, which the poet calls “human nature’s broadest, foulest blot.”  
 For abolitionists, the continued trade in slaves put the lie to rhetorical boasts of 
English “pure air” at a precise historical moment when the real, physical impurity of 
English air was becoming a major public health concern. The new meteorology had 
established that the notion that the very idea of “English air” was itself an illusion, as the 
earth’s atmosphere was constantly circulating in a global system. Likewise, Cowper suggests 
in The Task that English liberty could not survive as long as its empire rested on the 
trafficking of slaves outside its borders, because the moral compromises involved in 
administering a global slave trade necessarily compromised the integrity of the English 
courts.  
The infamous Zong case, decided shortly before Cowper began composing The 
Task, provided abolitionists with a glaring example of the threat that colonial slavery posed 
to England’s body politic. After the captain of the slave ship Zong threw 133 slaves 
overboard to their deaths in a storm in September 1781, the slaves' owners sued on an 
insurance claim for their lost “cargo.”   In historical perspective, the tragedy became legible 
as one of the darkest and most barbaric moments of the slave trade, as well as a totem of its 
impending decline. The event became immortalized in J.M.W. Turner’s famous painting 
Slave Ship, purchased by John Ruskin for its aesthetic greatness and then sold because the 
critic found it painful to view. This incident, for the Victorians one of the world history’s 
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most grotesque acts of cruelty, was treated by the British legal establishment in 1783 as a 
customary piece of commercial litigation. In Gregson v. Gilbert, the same Lord Mansfield 
who had set Somerset free in such ringing tones now ruled on behalf of the high court that 
slaves could be validly insured as a form of capital.147  
 Initially, the Zong case passed with surprisingly little attention given to it. The 
scandal passed without much public notice, the captain went unpunished, Parliament did 
not discuss it, and there was little discussion of the press of Lord Mansfield’s statement that 
“dumping slaves was analogous to throwing horses overboard in time of 
emergency.”148During the American Revolutionary war, pragmatic arguments about the 
necessity of the slave trade to British prosperity trumped moral qualms for the majority of 
the British public, except to the extent that the American embrace of slavery was useful as 
an example of the hypocrisy of the rebelling colonists, even as in tit-for-tat fashion Thomas 
Jefferson charged George III with tyranny in part based on his regime’s dealing in slaves.149 
Even the liberal Richard Price, a supporter of American independence, boasted to one of 
his American colleagues of Britain’s moral superiority in this regard, as in Britain “a negro 
becomes a freeman the moment he sets his foot on British ground.”150 As Linda Colley 
argues, the “lost war with America” helped to galvanize the abolitionist movement in the 
1780s, not by changing the public’s fundamental ideological views but by “converting 
already existing moral qualms into positive action.”151 Evangelical Christian abolitionists like 
William Wilberforce would come to interpret the American defeat in providential terms, 
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reading it as a sign of withdrawal of divine favor from God’s cherished nation, in retribution 
for the moral catastrophe of slavery—an argument hinted at throughout The Task.152  
 In The Task, Cowper makes the connection between the moral cost of slavery 
and anxieties about imperial decline explicit.   In the years following the American defeat, 
the holding in Zong, initially unnoticed, became a cause celebre for the antislavery 
movement, which exercised an unprecedented level of public pressure during the latter half 
of the decade.153 Mansfield's opinion showed how the continued tolerance of slavery on the 
periphery could not be safely contained there, but would instead contaminate the very 
heart of the English juridico-political apparatus, causing it to turn its back on its supposedly 
timeless core values.  The Zong case revealed the hollowness of the promise of liberty 
offered in Somerset.  For Mansfield and the judicial regime he headed, slavery was seen as 
morally problematic but also necessary for colonial administration, and the question of 
slavery was framed within a discourse of “English supremacy within the British empire 
[rather] than the emerging language of natural and human rights.”154  Cowper pounces on 
this hypocrisy in Book II of The Task, in lines immediately preceding the apocalyptic 
litany of natural disasters: 
  We have no slaves at home.—Then why abroad? 
  And they themselves once ferried o’er the wave 
  That parts us, are emancipate and loos’d. 
  Slaves cannot breathe in England; if their lungs  
  Receive our air, that moment they are free,  
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  They touch our country and their shackles fall. 
  That’s noble, and bespeaks a nation proud 
  And jealous of the blessing.  Spread it then,  
  And let it circulate through ev’ry vein  
  Of all your empire.  That where Britain’s power  
  Is felt, mankind may feel her mercy too.155  
Cowper uses the rhetoric of British atmospheric impurity to destabilize assumptions of 
Britain’s moral superiority: the promise of English liberty is hollow as long as England 
“jealously” restricts that liberty to its national jurisdiction and not its imperial holdings. 
Instead, liberty, like the air itself (or like blood, in Cowper's biological model of the empire 
as a living system), necessarily should extend freely across boundaries.  Cowper argues that 
the slave trade rests on a race-prejudice that violates the order of nature itself, not merely 
human law: it is “human nature’s broadest, foulest blot,” in which man “finds his fellow 
guilty of a sin/Not colour’d like his own.”156  The supposed “purity” of English air has been 
doubly sullied—metaphorically through the importation of a foreign biopolitical 
contaminant, slavery, and literally through the decline in England’s atmospheric quality.  
Cowper’s recasting of climatic determinism in The Task yokes together these metaphorical 
and literal vectors of contamination, describing a feedback loop in which human beings 
and the natural environment are constantly creating and reshaping one another, potentially 
for the better but more often for the worse. 
 An anxiety about the quality of modern air and its effect on human health recurs 
throughout The Task. In describing the approaching day of judgment, Cowper envisions a 
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climatically deteriorated future in which man, “with his breath he draws/A plague into his 
blood,” while rivers, “charged with putrid verdure, [that] breathe a gross/And mortal 
nuisance into all the air.”157 In Book III, Cowper blames the smokestacks of the city, which 
he calls “Metropolitan Volcano's/Whose Stygian throats breathe darkness all day long,” for 
uncoupling humans from nature, in a metaphor strikingly resonant of 1783's summer fog.158 
Cowper was not alone in identifying the city’s smokestacks as a volcano: more than a 
century earlier, John Evelyn had noted that “belching through [the chimneys’] sooty jaws, 
the City of London resembles the face of Mount Aetna, the Court of Vulcan, Stromboli, or 
the suburbs of Hell, than an Assembly of rational creatures,” producing such a “pernicious 
Smoake”” that a traveller “at many Miles distance, sooner smells, than sees, the City to 
which he repairs.”159 This apocalyptic hellscape, which Evelyn had associated with damage 
to human, animal, and plant life alike, had only become worse by the time Cowper wrote 
The Task.  
While in Book II Cowper strains to celebrate England’s “fickle” and often 
“deform’d” climate, that climate, like the English culture he celebrates, increasingly lies in 
the remembered past.160 As a result of the mutilation of the landscape (which Cowper 
associates with the aggressively interventionist Whig style of land improvement embodied 
by Lancelot “Capability” Brown) and the abrogation of centuries-old networks of social 
relations rooted in the law of property, “the virtues of those better days,/And all their 
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honest pleasures” and the “plain, hospitable, kind,/And undebauched” England of the past 
are no more.161  
 With London, Birmingham, and Manchester cloaked in smoke, the notion of 
eternal English air purity, which had come to be seen as emblematic of the English 
temperament and civic character, no longer seemed assured. Cowper envisions the 
traditional rural values he associates with the England of the past being gradually crowded 
out, so that he feels compelled to patriotically declare “while yet a nook is left/Where 
English minds and manners may be found/Shall be constrain’d to love thee.”162 For 
Cowper, the “clear suns, though scarcely felt” of the English rural climate were increasingly 
imperiled by urban air pollution, even before 1783’s “Universal Perturbation of Nature.”163 
The stagnant and pestilential air of the cities undermines nature’s capacity to rejuvenate 
and replenish itself through constant activity: “Winds from all quarters agitate the air,/And 
fit the limpid element for use,/Else noxious.”164 The summer of 1783 effectively placed the 
inhabitants of Cowper’s Olney and Gilbert White’s Selborne in the same obscured 
relationship to the sun as Londoners experienced on an everyday basis, concretizing 
Cowper’s argument that the city threatened to contaminate rural spaces.165 Writing to 
Newton, Cowper had made this connection explicit; he speculated that the sun’s 
disappearance, while being among the most “remarkable” of natural phenomena, may not 
be “universal” because “in London, at least where a dingey atmosphere is frequent, it may 
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be less observable.”166 For Cowper, then, the summer of 1783 presented an ominous 
warning of what England’s physical environment might look like if the nation’s moral and 
ecological decline was allowed to continue—a future in which all of England, like London’s 
smokestacks, “breathe darkness all day long.” 
 The repeated use of bio-ecological metaphorization, particularly surrounding the 
circulation of oxygen, is striking in the opening lines of Book II.  Slaves receive their liberty 
once their “lungs receive [English] air,” and Cowper calls upon Britain to circulate that 
liberty through “every vein” of its empire.167 A nation that proceeds along this sinful path, he 
warns, will see its very atmosphere become poisonous as its rivers “breathe a gross/And 
mortal nuisance into all the air.”168 This persistent interest in the quality of air reflects the 
period’s deep concerns about the precarious quality of its air, linked both literally and 
metaphorically to England’s conception of its own national character.  But these lines point 
towards something else as well: a way of thinking about the moral and political body of the 
nation as an ecological system. 
 Just as importantly, these lines reflect a model of affective concern transcending 
national boundaries, based upon humanity’s collective dependence on, and responsibility 
to, the natural environment. Like his mentor Newton, Cowper had reluctantly concluded 
that the England of the present day was a “sinfull Nation” that deserves “no Peace at all.”169 
In a 1781 sermon, Newton had preached that the English were a “sinful, ungrateful 
people,” deserving the same destruction God meted out to the Israelites for their 
                                                
166 Cowper, Letters and Prose Writings, 2:149.  
167 II.84 
168 Id. II.179-80. 
169 Letters, 2:104.  
 62 
disobedience in the Book of Exodus.170 Cowper pursues this same vein in Book II, arguing 
that the fact that Britain was spared the most devastating of the natural disasters, the 
earthquakes and the hurricanes, is no signal of divine favor:  in a world where everyone is 
guilty, “God may chuse his mark./May punish, if he please, the less, to warn/The more 
malignant.”171 And the most malignant of these nations, precisely because it had been so 
richly blessed, is “[f]ar guiltier England,” which has squandered its heritage of constitutional 
liberalism just as it has allowed its physical environment to be despoiled.172  
 In attacking the moral authority of the Zong case, Cowper challenges the notion 
that human liberty is an English, or European, special birthright that it should “jealous[ly]” 
guard. As Goodman and Favret have shown, one of The Task’s crucial political 
interventions is to expand the circle of affective political concern beyond England’s 
borders--to its rivals, colonial subjects, slaves, and even to animals. The litany of apocalyptic 
signs at the beginning of Book II develops this further by extending this circle of concern to 
include the climate system upon which all human life depends. By tying the slave trade to 
the dry fog, Cowper posits slavery as not merely a moral affront to the English constitution, 
but an environmental contaminant threatening the precarious climatic balance that English 
people had come to see as both their birthright and as the source of their unique civic 
character. Cowper creates a counter-narrative of eco-political decline, founded on the 
original sin of slavery, that deflates the Whiggish account of climatic and political progress. 
The 1783 fog, literally an invasive presence that threatens to destroy England’s atmospheric 
purity, emerges as a physical sign of the global human and environmental devastation 
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associated with slavery, supposedly displaced to the colonies but returning now to 
contaminate the English atmosphere and the civic body itself. 
 While geographical distance might mask the human and ecological costs of the 
empire, the weather enables Cowper to connect the suffering of the empire’s “others” to 
the deterioration of the natural environment. The disasters of 1783 are a sign, as Cowper 
concludes at the end of the apocalyptic litany, of the necessity for “[b]enevolence and peace 
and mutual aid/Between the nations,” in the knowledge that “brethren in calamity should 
love.”173  The sense of universal human brotherhood that runs throughout The Task finds 
one of its most striking expressions in Cowper's appeal for peace and liberty as a response 
to a time when “the props/And pillars of our planet seem to fall.” Though couched in 
evangelical Christian terms, Cowper's vision points towards what towards the tendency in 
the nineteenth century to see social and ecological concerns as intertwined, a phenomenon 
described by Brian Day as “moral ecology--ecology as a moral perception and practice.”174  
 Cowper’s doctrinaire Christianity and his blending of environmental concerns with 
religious, social, and political arguments have obscured his significance in Romantic literary 
ecology compared to more recognizably “green” figures like Wordsworth, Shelley, and 
Clare.  If we broaden our conception of “green Romanticism” beyond traditional 
teleological narratives leading to 20th- and 21st- century environmentalism, Cowper becomes 
legible as an ecological poet, who insists on the inseverability of social and ecological 
concerns, grounded in embodied experience and humans’ shared vulnerability to 
environmental impacts. For Cowper, the nexus of weather and culture, disclosed by the 
“portentous” weather of 1783, exposes the ecological and moral costs of imperial ambition. 
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The shared vulnerability of humans to the weather, literalized in dramatic fashion in the 
summer fog that cut such a wide and devastating swath through Europe, underscores a 





“We Are As Clouds”: Climate and  
Social Transformation in Shelley 
 
 In the late summer of 1783, as Benjamin Franklin was helping complete the 
negotiations to  end the American Revolutionary War and positing a connection between 
the Icelandic volcanic eruptions and the strange fog overhanging western Europe, he wrote 
to an excited Joseph Banks of the Royal Society about a new technological development in 
Paris: “a series of aerial experiments involving very large paper bags.”175 The Montgolfier 
brothers’ first successful balloon flight, carrying a sheep, a duck, and a rooster, took place 
on September 11 of that year, with all participants returning unharmed. Ballooning, as 
Richard Holmes demonstrates in a fascinating account, became an object of feverish 
excitement in the last two decades of the eighteenth century, enabling humans to view the 
world from the clouds and to imagine the weather from a synoptic perspective. The British 
were a bit slower to get in on the action, but the successful flights of James Sadler in 1810-
12 made clear balloons’ promise: the “brilliant and interesting” experiments of scientific 
ballooning, he argued, deserved public investment because, among other reasons, they are 
“well calculated to throw light on the obscure science of Meteorology.”176 
 As with any new technology, the danger of weaponization quickly emerged. In the 
years following the French Revolution, “virtually any balloon sighted in English skies would 
be assumed to be French and hostile,” as the opening up of a new aerial warfront 
threatened to make Britain’s naval supremacy and control of the English Channel 
irrelevant.177 However, the peaceful and scientific appeal of ballooning registered with more 
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cosmopolitan and progressively minded Britons, notably Percy Shelley, who followed 
Sadler’s flights with interest during his time at Oxford.178 For Shelley, fascinated his whole 
life with air, clouds, and winds, ballooning represented a bold, Promethean exploration of 
previously untested domains. Shelley tended to see the political, scientific, philosophical, 
and literary fields as interlocking, and ballooning for him carried the promise of political 
liberation as well. The free mobility of the air erased the national boundaries of land and 
sea (airspace borders being a relatively recent geopolitical fiction).  
Shelley was so taken with ballooning’s political prospects that he composed one of 
his earliest significant sonnets on the topic, “To a Balloon, Laden with Knowledge.” By 
promoting the spread of disinterested science (and perhaps by carrying political missives 
across borders and bodies of water), the balloon becomes a “beacon in the darkness of the  
Earth,” a “Sun” replacing “Falsehood” with “Truth,” a “ray of courage to the opprest and 
poor,” and “a spark” roaring through the “tyrant’s gilded domes.”179 For Shelley, at this 
point still at heart an Enlightenment liberal rather than post-Peterloo radical, the promise 
of scientific discovery went hand in hand with social and political improvement. Expanding 
human thought into the purer realm of the clouds promised to transcend the earthbound 
divisions of nation, ethnicity, and class, a theme that would emerge throughout his writing.  
Among Shelley’s voluminous manuscripts is a one-line fragment from 1821: “The 
gentleness of rain is in the Wind.”180 Wind and rain, both pervasive images in Shelley’s 
poetry, are linked together here as different forms sharing a common substance, 
manifestations of a benevolent natural order. The line, perhaps the intended opening to a 
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meditative lyric, paints a scene in which the wind seems to bear rain’s softness along with it.  
Gentleness, Shelley implies, is a constant, intrinsic property of the rain, while it is (at least 
for the moment) located in the wind, which is in a perpetual state of movement.  Although 
Shelley links wind and rain together, the fragment’s prepositions, and the use of a definite 
article for wind but not for rain, suggest a subtle difference: rain as fixed and local, sort of 
an unchanging poetic backdrop; Wind (notably capitalized) as a moving force, transporting 
rain’s gentleness along with it.  
 Wind for Shelley is generally associated with creativity, inspiration, and 
regeneration. Of course, wind is a common Romantic trope for poetic creativity; 
Wordsworth’s “gentle breeze,/Half conscious of the joy it brings” is just the most famous 
example of the use of the wind as M.H. Abrams noted more than a half century ago, is 
“not only a property of the landscape, but also a vehicle for radical changes in the poet’s 
mind.”181 For Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Shelley, among others, wind provides a crucial 
link connecting the natural world to the poet’s individual consciousness, restoring health, 
vigor, and calm to the cluttered and distempered mind.  
 Yet there is a central, unresolved tension in the Romantic view of the wind.  In 
works like Coleridge’s “Effusion XXXV” (the “Eolian Harp”) or Shelley’s “Mutability,” the 
wind, random and periodically shifting, serves as a sign for the mutability of both human 
and nonhuman nature, suggesting that mental and emotional states are contingent upon 
their unstable external environment.  Wordsworth famously compared poetic inspiration 
to an “unfathered vapour” that arises without any apparent cause or motive, and quite 
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independently of the poet’s wish or intention.182   By flittering back and forth aimlessly and 
disrupting the poet’s fantasies of control, the wind enables a free play of the mind from 
which communion with nature, and genuine poetry, emerge.  But in Shelley’s famous lyric 
“Ode to the West Wind,” wind moves forward, follows a definite path, and possesses 
direction, agency, even intention. Rather than projecting the poet deeper into a moment 
frozen in time, it helps to facilitate the linear progress of history, driving the poet’s “dead 
thoughts over the universe/Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth” (63-4).  
 This contradictory signification of wind reflects the basic uncertainty of meteorology 
in the period, as the sense of weather as local and fixed gradually yielded to an 
understanding of weather as a complex, dynamic, global, and systematic phenomenon.  For 
Shelley, the most scientifically literate and engaged of the major Romantic writers, the 
weather was a source of endless fascination.  While literary critics have long read Shelley’s 
descriptions of the weather in abstract or symbolic terms, an ecohistorical inquiry treats 
these descriptions as always embedded in the objective historical weather phenomena, and 
informed by the present state of meteorological science.  
 Variable and unpredictable, the weather serves as a sign of a perennial Shelleyan 
theme, the constant change in both the natural world and the human spirit. The figure of 
the cloud, ethereal and transforming from one moment to the other, was a touchstone in 
Shelley’s early poetry. The 1814 lyric on this theme simply titled “Mutability” begins with a 
famous simile of the cloud as representing the impermanence of human existence:  
  We are as clouds that veil the midnight moon; 
  How restlessly they speed, and gleam, and quiver, 
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  Streaking the darkness radiantly! Yet soon 
  Night closes round, and they are lost forever. 
Our hold on existence is as tenuous and short-lived as that of these clusters of water vapor. 
For the despondent poet, echoing the famous first lines of the Book of Ecclesiastes, the 
essential truth of human existence is that nothing ultimately endures; however, 
characteristically for Shelley, this dejection gives way to a sense of liberation. Whether a 
man’s days are spent in “joy or sorrow,” the “path of its departure” will be the same, 
because in the end “[n]ought may endure but Mutability.”183 Like a modern-day quantum 
physicist, the poet finds an almost Zen comfort in the notion that the world is constantly 
changing and that any apparent stability in the world is an artifact of our perception.  
 The Romantic generation’s understanding of and fascination with clouds had much 
to do with the most prominent meteorologist of the period, the Yorkshire Quaker Luke 
Howard. Like Shelley, Howard was idealistic, cosmopolitan, broad-ranging in his 
intellectual interests, and progressive in his politics. Howard’s multiyear The Climate of 
London was a watershed in the development of a modern sense of climate as “the 
aggregate of weather conditions in a particular region over time,” assessed with empirical 
data and scientific methodology as distinct from the “vulgar gossip, anecdote, and 
superstition” common in discussions of the weather.184  Howard’s Essay on the 
Modification of Clouds (1803), which influenced Shelley’s own “The Cloud,” excited the 
interest of Goethe, who corresponded with Howard and wrote a poem in his honor.  In 
this essay Howard proposed the basic taxonomy of clouds that is still in use today, 
demonstrating how clouds can change their form and texture, transforming from one type 
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to another.  Under Howard’s scientific eye, the changeability of clouds became a central 
metaphor for the mutability the Romantics saw as the heart of the human condition: not 
just the mutability of the individual’s fortune and state of mind, but also the sense of 
indeterminacy and the constant flux of social, economic, and political change that 
characterized the Romantics’ understanding of their own existence in historical time.  The 
ephemerality of clouds exemplified the Romantic understanding of nature as a dynamic, 
constantly evolving system. 
 If the movements of the winds and the clouds presented one model of natural 
change—gradual, peaceful, and evolutionary—the figure of the volcano, no less a persistent 
metaphor in Shelley’s writing, represented the alternative of radical, even violent, 
disruption. In a classic 1957 article, G.M. Matthews demonstrated the persistence of the 
volcano’s imagery in Shelley’s work, especially in Prometheus Unbound, where volcanic 
imagery represents both “revolutionary activity in the external world and in the human 
mind—of irrepressible collective energy contained by repressive power.”185 As an intellectual 
child of Rousseau and Godwin, Shelley naturally saw rules and social structures more as 
constraints to the full expression of humanity than as necessary conventions. For Shelley, 
the linkage between the sociopolitical realm and the existential and creative drama of the 
individual consciousness was a point of fundamental conviction, articulated in some of his 
greatest prose (Defence of Poetry) and poetical (“Ode to the West Wind”) works. The 
volcano and the wind signify the two poles of an unresolved tension that runs throughout 
Shelley’s philosophical and political thought, between the hope for progressive change 
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through education, reform, and political transformation and the post-Waterloo recognition 
that fundamental change might only come through revolution.   
As Shelley’s biographer Richard Holmes points out, the young poet grew up 
playing in his grandfather’s study framed by two large paintings: one of Jesus Christ 
crucified, and the other an Italian print of the eruption of Vesuvius.186 A psychoanalyst 
could make hay of this fascinating fact, as Shelley’s sense of himself as an idealist 
persecuted by an unjust world coincided with awe at the explosive energy of the natural 
world, two major themes running throughout his work. Vesuvius, which makes its presence 
known in Shelley’s magnum opus, Prometheus Unbound, underscored the contingency of 
all human endeavors, the ineradicable dependence of all the attainments of civilization 
upon a natural environment that could not be understood, predicted, or controlled.  
 These two central figures, the wind and the volcano, appear throughout Shelley’s 
poetry and prose as ways of thinking about social and political transformation. The political 
and philosophical concerns in Shelley, which have dominated his reception from his own 
day to the present, can often obscure the situatedness of his work in a concrete natural 
situation. For an ecohistorical critic, the natural forces that appear in Romantic poetry 
should be read not only as tropes or metaphors, but also in terms of their concrete, 
historical referents.  And for Shelley’s generation one natural disaster in particular stands 
out—the volcanic eruption of Mount Tambora in Indonesia in 1815. Tambora’s globe-
spanning sulfurous emissions brought about planetary-scale environmental and climatic 
disruption, resulting in famines around the globe and in the climatic phenomenon that 
became known, in Europe and North America, as the “year without a summer,” 1816. 
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Taking refuge indoors from that unusually cold summer, Byron and the Shelleys amused 
themselves by telling ghost stories, one of which went on to become Frankenstein.  In 
England, the leading meteorologist Thomas Forster described London skies that seemed 
as if they were on fire, while the spectacular, sulfurous skies found their way into 
revolutionary paintings by the German Caspar David Friedrich and the Englishman 
J.M.W. Turner.187   As Jonathan Bate has argued, Byron’s dark fantasy “Darkness,” 
imagining a world plunged into permanent climatic decline after the sun has been 
extinguished, directly responds to the sense of unease and environmental alienation felt in 
the wake of Tambora.188  
 Although Tambora is more directly associated with these works of Byron and Mary 
Shelley, its legacy is traceable in the work of Percy Shelley as well, in the increasingly 
negative terms he uses to portray the relationship between nature and humanity.  Timothy 
Morton has coined the term “dark ecology” to describe a form of ecological awareness that, 
rather than insisting on the unity of humans and nonhuman nature, is grounded in a tragic 
awareness of their perpetual alienation.189  I will propose that this sense of climatic 
vulnerability in the years following Tambora complicates Shelley’s attempt to bridge the 
nature-consciousness divide in some of his greatest mature works, such as “Mont Blanc” 
and “Ode to the West Wind.” Like Keats in his great odes but for different reasons, 
Shelley found the Wordsworthian synthesis of human and nature problematic and 
ultimately unsatisfactory.  In his work following the Tambora climatic emergency, we see a 
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decisive shift away from the essentially Whiggish narrative of climatic progress in the major 
work of Shelley’s early period, Queen Mab. 
As Eric Gidal has argued, Queen Mab reflects the late eighteenth-century faith in 
the possibility of achieving social, political, and economic transformation through 
intervening in and managing the landscape to eliminate climatic extremes.190  Eighteenth-
century climatological and public health discourse held that, by clearing forests, draining 
swamps, and cultivating previously wild land, disease could be eradicated, the climate could 
be tempered, and the climatically induced tendencies of certain human populations (for 
instance the alleged aggressiveness of Asians or the supposed torpor of West Indians) 
could be “improved” to more closely resemble the presumably superior character of 
western Europeans. The brilliant Alexander von Humboldt was an important but relatively 
lonely dissenter, hypothesizing the forest’s ability to “enrich the atmosphere with moisture” 
and to protect against soil erosion.191  Most thinkers took for granted that agricultural and 
industrial development would have positive effects on the environment and the climate 
system. Queen Mab posits the logical extreme of this strain of Whiggish thinking by 
imagining a world in which climate itself had been effectively abolished in favor of a 
Golden Age of abundance, peace, and universal prosperity.  Shelley describes a world  
 Where care and sorrow, impotence and crime,  
 Langour, desire, and ignorance dare not come: 
 O Happy Earth, Reality of Heaven.192 
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The cause of this utopian transformation was, effectively, the abolition of climatic variation 
in total fulfillment of the climate optimists’ dreams, specifically, the “melting of the polar 
ice caps and the greening of the deserts consequent upon a shift of Earth’s rotational axis to 
a perpendicular with its elliptic.”193  
Queen Mab contrasts the corruption of human institutions, of “Kings, priests, and 
statesmen” with the inherent benevolence of the natural order, which is only temporarily 
degraded.194 The current climate of the Little Ice Age, for Shelley, is a wasteland that 
inhibits human progress: humanity, under the “gloom of the long polar night,” has seen its 
energy “chilled and narrow,” wandering the earth like an animal.195 The imagined paradise 
of Queen Mab is one in which the seasons, and indeed, climate itself, has been eradicated 
in favor of an evergreen, temperately warm earth. The fall into climatic contingency for 
Shelley is something of a secularized version of the expulsion from Eden, while the poet 
holds out hope for a promised return. Eric Gidal traces the long history of this concept in 
works such as Milton’s Paradise Lost, Burnet’s Sacred Theory of the Earth, and 
Thomson’s The Seasons, in which the present Earth was treated as a “jumbled mass of 
sinful distortion, a world of sublime ruination awaiting a return to the beautiful regularity” 
of the Edenic original world.196 For Gidal, the crucial addition of Shelley’s Queen Mab to 
this conversation is in its fusion of this Christian doctrine with contemporary medical 
discourse and Hippocratic theories of climatology, which provide the concept with a new 
scientific architecture.197  
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I find Gidal’s reading of Queen Mab and its sources comprehensive and 
persuasive, but I would like to build upon his reading by exploring areas in Shelley’s later 
work where, in the light of the global Tambora climate emergency, he seems to find more 
points of tension with this narrative of climate progressivism. Works such as “Mont Blanc” 
and “Ode to the West Wind” reflect a greater scientific understanding on the part of the 
ever-curious Shelley, facilitated partly by the geological breakthroughs of Buffon, as well as 
Shelley’s own personal observations and reflections about the fantastic landscape of the 
Alps, through which the Shelley circle travelled during the aftermath of Tambora.  
 It’s striking to note the extent to which, in much of later Shelley, the notion of 
humanity’s ability to “tame” nature yields to a sense of nature as sublime, uncontrollable, 
and ultimately impervious to human needs, as the poet found himself increasingly 
politically and personally chastened.  The work of George-Louis Leclerc, Comte de 
Buffon, dealt a devastating blow to the traditional theories of the earth’s creation, pointing 
the way towards the non-teleological evolutionary theory of Darwin and challenging 
humanity’s prominence in the natural order. Buffon argued, drawing on advances in 
physics made by Newton, Galileo, and Kepler, that the “sphere of the sun’s attraction” 
provides a gravitational pull that governs the movements of the planet in the solar system.198 
Buffon postulated a likelihood, “almost equivalent to a certainty,” that the planets received 
their initial “impulsive motion” from “one single stroke” from a comet.199 Buffon proposed 
that a “muddy bed” of waters, together with an atmosphere composed of the “most sutbile 
vapours,” combined with the tides, the winds, and the sun’s heat to transform the surface of 
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the earth into a platform compatible with life.200 The initial heat established the initial “life-
principle of the animate world” that would allow the various life forms of the earth’s 
regions to thrive, but it also suggested the terrifying prospect that the earth’s climate was 
cooling and would continue to cool until finally the foundations for life on earth would 
collapse.201 The possibility of a perpetually cooling earth, outlined by Buffon towards the 
end of the eighteenth century, seemed dramatically plausible to Shelley in the wake of the 
unusually cool decade of the 1810s, and especially after Tambora.  
 When the Shelleys toured the Chamonix valley in 1817 and visited the glacier of 
Bossons on the outskirts of Mont Blanc, they visited a landscape still in the throes of the 
devastation of the previous “Year Without a Summer.” In the dramatic fragment “Julian 
and Maddalo,” Shelley paints the Italian alpine landscape as a constantly moving panorama 
of geological and atmospheric energy, with the sky  
roofed with clouds of rich embrazonry 
Dark purple at the zenith, which still grew 
Down the steep West into a wondrous hue 
Brighter than burning gold… 
 As if the Earth and Sea had been 
Dissolved into one lake of fire.202  
The sublime power of the famous lightning storms of the post-Tambora “Frankenstein” 
summer suggested the precariousness of human civilization in the face of broad geological 
forces. Luke Howard, the preeminent meteorologist of Regency England, travelled the 
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same Alpine routes during summerless 1816 as the Shelley circle, and returned home to 
England to witness clouds of “impenetrable darkness” from clouds of volcanic dust, which 
we now know to be associated with the Tambora eruption halfway around the world.203 
Howard’s post-Tambora work reflects a fundamental shift towards a more synoptic, 
globalized understanding of the climate system, expanding the “parochial” focus of the 
early volumes of The Climate of London, which focused almost exclusively on the British 
Isles, to take into account continental weather as well.204   
The environmental and social fallout of the post-Tambora emergency in 
Switzerland made just as strong an impression on Percy and Mary Shelley. Overwhelmed 
by their impressions of the region, the Shelleys stayed up until midnight discussing them 
with Byron, who incorporated the Buffonian vision of a cooling world into Cain, where an 
“antediluvian Cain” lives in a world without winter and is unaware of snow.205 As Gillen 
Wood points out, for the Alpine inhabitants facing the threatened Buffonian “icy 
submersion,” increased glaciation was not merely “an interesting geological phenomenon” 
but a signifier of the very real risk of famine and starvation, as the advancing glacier 
submerged five hectares of land by 1818 and threatened the village of Marquart.206 Buffon’s 
hypothesis that “the earth which we inhabit will at some future period be changed into a 
mass of frost,” well-known to Shelley, underscored that there was no inherent or fixed 
endpoint to glaciation.207 Watching the glacier’s leveling effect on the landscape in 1817 
(before the great flood), Shelley recorded in his journal that “the meadows perish 
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overwhelmed with sand,” and that in the last year “these glaciers have advanced three 
hundred feet into the valley.”208  
Other accounts confirm the devastation of the area. The post-Tambora devastation 
of the Chamonix valley was significant enough for Charles Lyell to include it in his 
magnum opus on geology a quarter century after the event. Drawing from contemporary 
accounts, Lyell notes that the 1818 flood on the plains of Martigny, a year after Shelley’s 
visit, had left “thousands of trees torn up by the roots, together with the ruins of buildings”; 
many of those houses that remained were filled with “mud up to the second story.”209 
Eyewitness accounts noted bodies of drowning victims thirty miles away on the other side 
of the Lake of Geneva.210 One engineer of the time estimated the total flow of the flood at 
300,000 cubic feet per second, which would rival the largest rivers in Europe.211 This 
destruction, forgotten in contemporary cultural memory, must have made an indelible 
impression on visitors to the area: they saw almost a modern-day Pompeii, and without the 
advantages modern day visitors to natural disasters have of preparing themselves by seeing 
films and photographs of the affected areas.   
When I visited Alaska’s Mendenhall glacier in 2015, our tour guide could visually 
demonstrate how the glacier, like most Northern Hemisphere glaciers in recent years, had 
receded hundreds of yards in her own recent memory. For Percy Shelley, natural science 
and his own visual observation seemed to confirm the inescapability of precisely the 
opposite danger: ever-expanding glaciers, ever-dropping temperatures, devastation for the 
great cities of Europe, and ultimately an existential threat to the human species itself. As all 
                                                





his friends knew, Shelley had a “salamander’s temperament,” loving the sun and the heat, 
fearing the cold, and often choosing to work and relax in spaces that others found 
insufferably hot.212  Just as his personal peregrinations reflected an impulse towards 
Mediterranean warmth, his poetry generally equates “heat with pleasure, and ice with 
pain.213 Visiting Chamonix in 1816, the possibility of a cooling world with no end in sight 
was very much on his mind: writing to his good friend Thomas Love Peacock, he observed 
that “[t]he glaciers must augment, & will subsist at least until they have overflowed this 
vale.—I will not pursue Buffon[‘s] sublime but gloomy theory, that this earth which we 
inhabit will at some future period be changed to a mass of frost.”214 This dark forecast casts 
its shadow not only over the physical landscape, but on the character of the area’s 
inhabitants as well, whom the “palaces of death and frost” and the “avalanches, torrents, 
rocks, and thunders” have transformed into a degraded species, “half deformed or idiotic,” 
and “deprived of anything that can excite interest or admiration.”215 The debasement of 
character, often unmentioned in favor of the sublime Alpine landscape rhapsodized by 
tourists, is an important human element that, the poet emphasizes, “neither the poet nor 
the philosopher should disdain to regard.”216  
Shelley was not alone in finding support for Buffon’s theories in direct weather 
observation. In 1817, an essay appeared in the Morning Chronicle noting that “the climate 
and temperature seem to have undergone an equal vicissitude within the last few years,” 
with the sun’s heat less strongly felt, and concluding that “the extreme cold of the north is 
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gradually making encroachments upon the extreme heat of the south.”217 The anonymous 
author interprets this global cooling as an existential threat to all nations alike, and 
therefore demanding international cooperation to amass “all human ingenuity and 
strength…for the purpose of counteracting the growing evil.”218 Anxieties about a 
deteriorating planet were not confined to scientific or intellectual circles, or to those regions 
(such as the Alps) that bore the direct brunt of post-Tambora weather, but became a 
general fear in the minds of the British public during and immediately after the “year 
without a summer.” The fear that a cooling planet would have similar impacts on other 
regions and nations shocked Shelley’s essentially progressive convictions. As a result, in his 
post-Tambora work the climatic optimism of the younger Shelley in Queen Mab, framed 
by a Godwinian faith in reason and human progress, would begin to yield to a more vexed 
understanding of human-climate interaction.  
 Reading the sublime heights of Shelley’s “Mont Blanc” takes on a new light when 
read in this context. Shelley wrote the poem during the late summer of 1816, well in the 
midst of the post-Tambora “year without a summer” that famously yielded Frankenstein.  
The poem begins with a characteristically Shelleyan mix of pantheism and Platonism: 
“[t]he everlasting universe of things/Flows through the mind” in a state of constant motion, 
yielding sometimes “gloom,” sometimes “splendour.”219The opening suggests we are in for 
a highly interiorized Romantic meditation on the relationship between self and nature in a 
sublime setting, which is indeed how generations of teachers and students have read the 
poem.  When I was taught “Mont Blanc” and Frankenstein as an undergraduate, I learned 
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that these works were created in the post-Tambora “Year Without a Summer,” but my 
mental picture of what that meant was highly distorted: poets having to stay indoors and 
write because of some chilly days and thunderstorms. Informed by Buffon’s climate 
apocalyptism and the real havoc wreaked by Tambora, “Mont Blanc” takes on a more 
savage and threatening tone, more like the category of the sublime as outlined by Edmund 
Burke: “astonishment…that state of the soul in which all its motions are suspended, with 
some degree of horror.”220  
 As the poem develops, this sense of horror deepens. Underneath the surface 
serenity and sterility of the landscape is a constant geological motion, the mutability that for 
Shelley is a fundamental principle of the active universe: the glacier’s bed is a “[d]izzy 
ravine” that is “pervaded with that ceaseless motion” of the river of ice.221 The poet 
compares the ravine to the “source of human thought,” whose power often appears to be a 
“feeble brook” but can become a “vast river” of endless energy, which over the “rocks 
ceaselessly bursts and rages.”222 The effect of the landscape, and the radical sense of 
insecurity that the human poet feels in it, prompts two contradictory notions: that an 
“unknown omnipotence unfurled/The veil of life and death,” giving a Platonic glimpse of 
the generally hidden nature of reality, or that the poet lies “[i]n dream,” investing the scene 
with illusory meaning.223  
In the crucial third section of the poem, Shelley paints the landscape as terrifying 
and awesome without any saving sense of beauty; it is a “desert peopled by the storms 
alone,” “rude, bare, and high,/Ghastly, and scarred, and riven,” marred by wolf-tracks that 
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“hideously” surround it.224 Teased out of thought into a Keatsian ambivalence by the 
surroundings, the poet suggests that the proper responses are paradoxical: either a 
reverential “awful doubt,” or a “faith so mild” that humanity must accept its diminished and 
contingent place “with nature reconciled.”225  Finally, Mont Blanc is a teacher, capable of 
repealing “[l]arge codes of fraud and woe,” but only teaching with a “mysterious tongue” to 
the “wise, the great, and the good.”226 Shelley here explicitly claims the vatic mantle for 
poetry, which he means quite literally, that he would defend throughout his poetry and 
prose: only the highly attuned soul of the poet can translate the truths the mountain has to 
offer. 
 But what is the mountain’s message? It appears, in the fourth stanza, to be a 
proclamation of an apocalyptic landscape almost bereft of human life. The glaciers 
“creep/[l]ike snakes,” shaped by frost “in scorn of mortal power,” seeming to form a “city 
of death” and a “flood of ruin.”227 An all-devouring predator, it evicts “insects, beasts, and 
birds,” erasing “[s]o much of life and joy,” overthrowing “the limits of the dead and living 
world,/[n]ever to be reclaimed,” and even causing “the race of man” to “flee in dread,” as 
all his “work and dwelling/[v]anish, like smoke.”228 This force, terrifying and seemingly 
unstoppable, poses an existential threat to human civilization; given the fatalistic 
implications of Buffon’s “sublime” theory, the lesson of the mountain seems to be that 
human existence is frail, precarious, and a blip in the geological time scale that was only 
beginning to be understood. Shelley entertains competing theories of the cause of this 
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devastation: it could be supernatural (“[w]here the old Earthquake-daemon taught her 
young/Ruin”) or geological (did a sea/Of fire envelope once this silent snow.”)229 As Noah 
Heringman argues, these lines represent a secularized version of Burnet’s providentialist 
theory of the earth, in which an “alien destructive agency” is posited as a driver of geologic 
change that is understood as “neither human nor properly divine.”230 Whether one chooses 
a scientific or religious explanation, a chastened faith or a sacralized doubt, the final 
implication remains the same. “None can reply” to the poet’s questionings, because the 
glacier has obliterated whatever came before it.231 Shelley here hints at the possibility—
framed as a rhetorical question in the last lines—that the world may at some point become 
empty of human consciousness and agency.  The mountain suggests for Shelley that the 
underlying rules of the universe, whether by design or by accident, are not suited to the 
indefinite maintenance and flourishing of human life and civilization, and that at a species 
level we are radically dependent upon the contingencies of a system that ultimately will fail 
us. The glacier reminds the audiences of Shelley’s day of what their ancestors took for 
granted, that human life holds at best a tentative foothold against the vagaries of weather 
and climate. 
 After this dark forecast, the final section’s attempted Wordsworthian synthesis of 
the nature and the human mind, the poem’s triumphant climax in most traditional 
readings, begins to fell almost inauthentic. The asserted triumph of human consciousness, 
as in some of Wordsworth’s work, arguably risks being an example of the phenomenon 
diagnosed by Otto Oerelemans of “ultimately erasing the materiality of nature through a 
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kind of ontomorphism in which human subjectivity and discourse become the sole 
reality.”232 For the moment the speaker steps back from his existential precipice and returns 
to the apparent stolidity of the mountain, his focus now firmly on the present and not the 
geological past or future. The fifth stanza begins with what Frances Ferguson calls a 
“magnificent feat of calculated vagueness and understatement,” with its allusions to “many 
sights,” “many sounds,” and “much of love and death,” cryptically passing along the task of 
puzzling out the actual content of the mountain’s message to the reader, almost as if the 
communion with the mountain was an encounter with the divine too intense to be 
rendered in meaningful language.233  The mountain now becomes a totem of the “[s]ecret 
strength of things,/Which governs thought,” returning to the Platonism and ambiguous 
spirituality of the first section and repeating the first lines’ use of the wonderfully imprecise 
term “things” to suggest a deeper reality.234 Completing the Abrams model of the “out-in-
out” Romantic lyric in textbook fashion, Shelley ingeniously reinterprets the observer’s 
sublime scene as evidence of the primacy of human consciousness: “what were thou, and 
earth, and stars, and sea,/If to the human mind’s imaginings/Silence and solitude were 
vacancy?”235 As Ferguson argues, the personification of the landscape throughout the poem 
is not just a conventional poetic device but also an outgrowth of the poet’s inability to 
“examine himself without imagining an anti-type that will enable him to be assured of his 
own existence.”236 In the end, the strategy of imputing agency to the mountain constitutes an 
“assertion of human power over the natural world,” grounding the sublime experience in 
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the poet’s ability to understand and communicate the mountain’s message, in effect 
“domesticating the material world for the purposes of aesthetics.”237 
Unable or unwilling to carry the implications of the fourth stanza and Buffonian 
theory to their full conclusion, this most religiously attuned of professed atheists elevates 
the spiritual and the human above all material surroundings and attempts to assimilate 
geological reality into metaphysical speculation. A darker possibility, however, is suggested 
if we reframe Shelley’s final question away from its apparent rhetorical thrust. Shelley 
seems to ask, like Wordsworth in many of his major poems, whether the material elements 
of nature possess power and meaning absent the deeper sense of spiritual 
interconnectedness and human bonds that bring them together. Below this surface, 
however, the poem urges a darker question: could the “silence and solitude” of the earth, 
sea, and sky actually become “vacant” of human consciousness once they no longer 
provide the material basis for human existence? Reading the poem this way helps to rescue 
the raw power of Shelley’s ecological awareness from the formal and, perhaps 
psychological, constraints of the Romantic lyric form that required human consciousness to 
triumphantly assert itself in the end.  
Shelley’s “Lines Written among the Euganean Hills” also enacts this darker sense 
of climatic vulnerability, even as it seeks to restore the Romantic union of nature and 
human consciousness. Composed during a visit to the Eugenean hills outside Padua in 
northeast Italy, the poem begins in a fairly typical late-Shelleyan mode of solipsistic 
desolation and dejection, rich with ecologically descriptive imagery.  Human experience is 
compared to the journeys of a mariner upon “the deep wide sea of Misery,” beneath a 
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“sunless sky,/Big with clouds,” storm- and wind-tossed to the point that “the ship has 
almost drank/Death from the o’erbrimming deep”—lines, which of course, gain a 
particularly tragic resonance after Shelley’s drowning four years later.238  The task of living, 
Shelley says, is to find “green isles” of refuge through love and friendship along the way to 
the “dark and distant shore” of the “haven of the grave.”239  
 The poem continues with a picture of a natural world in which life has been 
extinguished:  
On the beach of a northern sea 
Which tempests shake eternally, 
As once the wretch there lay to sleep, 
Lies a solitary heap, 
One white skull and seven dry bones 
Nor is heard one voice of wail 
But the sea-mews…”240  
The scene is compared to a “slaughtered town,” and the bones of the deceased rest in a 
“sunless vapor.”241 In the third stanza Shelley for the first time explicitly positions himself in 
the role of the mariner, navigating the tempests and torments of what he calls “the waters of 
wide Agony,” only to reach one of the “many flowering islands”: in this case, a place of 
repose “‘mid the mountains Euganean.”242  He portrays these hills near Venice as an idyllic 
climate:  
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  through the dewy mist they soar 
  Like gray shades, till the eastern heaven 
  Bursts, and then, as clouds of even 
  Flecked with fire and azure, lie 
  In the unfathomable sky, 
  So their plumes of purple grain, 
  Starred with drops of golden rain, 
  Gleam above the sunlight woods 
  As in silent multitudes 
  On the morning’s fitful gale,   
  Through the broken mist they sail,   
  And the vapours cloven and gleaming 
  Follow, down the dark steep streaming, 
  Till all is bright, and clear, and still, 
  Round the solitary hill.243  
By this simile, Shelley collapses the boundaries between the geological (the hills) and the 
climatological (the atmosphere). The hills are depicted as an agent of environmental 
purification: here they do the work of taming the atmosphere, blunting the force of the 
winds and cutting through the vapors to produce a temperate and pleasing landscape.  In 
terms of the structure of the poem, Shelley creates an implicit connection between the hills, 
which “sail” through “the broken mist,” and the figure of the mariner navigating a 
tempestuous and perilous sea.   
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 In the next stanza Shelley turns from the natural to the human-made landscape. 
The valleys surrounding the hills are compared to a “green sea,” the “waveless plain of 
Lombardy,/Bounded by the vaporous air,/Islanded by cities fair.”244  The image is of 
dynamism, energy, and flux: a  
furnace bright, 
Column, tower, and dome, and spire, 
Shine like obelisks of fire, 
Pointing with inconstant motion 
From the altar of dark ocean 
to the sapphire-tinted skies.245  
The crown jewel of this natural setting is the city of Venice, whose development Shelley 
attributes to nature rather than human development: it is “Ocean’s nursling,” arising 
“[u]nderneath Day’s azure eyes.”246  Shelley suggests an interdependency of climate and 
culture, with the temperate climate of northern Italy naturally facilitating the region’s 
cultural and economic attainments.  
 The next stanza, however, inverts that relationship entirely in strikingly dark and 
ominous tones.  For the first time in the poem Shelley contemplates the actual reality of 
historic climate change in a linear sense, not just in the sense of the constant motions of 
weather patterns.  Writing at a time when the aftereffects of Mount Tambora were still 
drastically disrupting the global climate system, Shelley describes the present as a “darker 
day” in which Venice’s natural beneficent setting is suddenly and definitively reversed: 
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  Sun-girt City, thou hast been  
  Ocean’s child, and then his queen; 
  Now is come a darker day,  
  And thou soon must be his prey, 
  If the power that raised thee here 
  Hallow so thy watery bier.247 
Much as Cowper had done in The Task and as John Ruskin would do in The Storm-
Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, Shelley conflates the moral and ecological realms, with 
the climate’s revenge upon Venice tied to the injustice and exploitation in its political and 
economic past.   “With thy conquest-branded brow/Stooping to the slave of slaves,/From 
thy throne, among the waves/Wilt thou be,” Shelley admonishes the grand old city, in lines 
that feel startlingly prescient to us in an age of global warming and rising levels, in which the 
continued existence of Venice is very much in peril.248  Human intervention in the 
landscape here is not a definitive triumph of culture over nature, but a temporary blip in 
the long arc of natural history. The ocean, immense, timeless and implacable, will have the 
final victory: 
     when the sea-mew  
 Flies, as once before it flew,  
 O’er thine isles depopulate, 
 And all is in its ancient state 
 Save where many a palace gate 
 With green sea-flowers overgrown 
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 Like a rock of Ocean’s own,  
 Topples o’er the abandoned sea  
 As the tides change sullenly.249   
The final disturbing image of the stanza is of the reanimated dead of Venice “[l]ead[ing] a 
rapid masque of death/O’er the waters.”250 
 This strange and disturbing imagery becomes displaced by a conventional call for 
political liberation: he imagines that “Freedom should awake… this sunny land,/Twining 
memories of old time/With new virtues more sublime; If not, perish thou and they.”251 As 
far as the speaker cares, Venice can perish so long as it yields “[o]ne remembrance” that 
gives him strength. The value of Venice is less in its actual existence than in its cultural and 
philosophical history, its ability to function as a muse for poetry, a “quenchless lamp by 
which the heart/Sees things unearthly.”252 Shelley compares the spark of intellectual foment 
and cultural change to volcanic activity, noting that where once “remotest nations [had 
come]/To adore that sacred flame” of the University of Padua, now  
new fires from antique lights 
Spring beneath the wide world’s might, 
But their spark lies dead in thee, 
Trampled out by Tyranny.”253   
 A similar conflation of the cultural and geopolitical realms runs throughout the 
poem, but finally becomes resolved only in the final stanza, where Shelley valorizes the 
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possibility of a retreat from the vicissitudes of climate.  He imagines building a “windless 
bower…Far from passion, pain, and guilt,” surrounded by the “wild sea-murmur…And soft 
sunshine.”254 This climatically transformed landscape a “clime divine and calm,” would 
provide a “sweet abode/With its own mild brotherhood,” with “winds whose wings rain 
balm/On the uplifted soul,” so that “the earth may grow young again.”255  
 Shelley thus concludes in much the same position that he took in Queen Mab, 
celebrating the possibility of a climatically redeemed earth, in which the natural causes of 
stress and conflict among nations have been erased.  But there is a crucial difference in 
“Lines Written among the Euganean Hills” that distinguishes it, and the other post-
Tambora poems, from the progressivist narrative of Queen Mab.  The speaker here shows 
an awareness of the limits of these fantasies of climatological transformation, a knowledge 
that it can be realized only in the imagination.  In effect the climatological transformation of 
Queen Mab is internalized: the speaker recognizes the contingency of climate, and the 
knowledge that the real Venice—the flawed, historical, ecologically precarious Venice—will 
not forever exist.  Just as he does more famously in “Mont Blanc,” Shelley labors to create 
the sense of an active, unifying Consciousness at work in nature—of “the mind which feeds 
this verse/Peopling the lone universe.”256 Nature appears, as so often in Romantic lyric 
poetry, as minister, healer, and muse.  But the price for that poetic result is a retreat from 
climatological specificity and, from the real possibility that, far from being an Aeolian harp 
in tune with human consciousness, the ecological system might have no particular interest 
in preserving individual human beings or the cities they inhabit.  In disclaiming any interest 
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in the continuing existence of Venice, so long as this “Venice of the mind” exists, Shelley 
puts an ecological spin on what Jerome McGann has famously called the “Romantic 
ideology,” the retreat from concrete historical engagement. The picture of the environment 
the poem concludes in is, in essence, I would argue, a pastoral fantasy, an evasion of 
climatic reality. The most striking and relevant aspects of the poem for the contemporary 
reader are Shelley’s descriptions of a grand city made “Ocean’s prey.” As with “Mont 
Blanc,” a dark geological prophecy is floated, only for the poet to retreat to an ultimately 
unconvincing conclusion that attempts to reassert the triumph of the human imagination. I 
hope it is apparent that in making such observations, my point is not to criticize Shelley 
from the vantage point of posterity, but to demonstrate the extent to which his poetry 
unearths powerful ecological themes, which in his ideological and historical context could 
only be resolved in anthropocentric (philosophical, moral, and political) terms.  
 A similar tension persists in two later “meteorological” poems, “The Cloud” and 
“Ode to the West Wind.” Both poems seemingly use weather phenomena as metaphors to 
explore political and philosophical themes, and in both poems the energy and specificity of 
the meteorological phenomena being described threaten to overwhelm the metaphorical 
reading of the poem. Shelley composed “The Cloud” after reading Luke Howard’s 
transformative essay on the taxonomy of clouds, which explored the underlying electrical 
and chemical phenomena that caused clouds to emerge, transform, and disappear.257 
Throughout the poem he speaks almost boastfully in the persona of a cloud, claiming 
immense power over earth, ocean, and air, constantly changing in form but fundamentally 
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immortal, the “daughter of Earth and Water/And the nursling of the Sky.”258 The 
ubiquitous scope and far-reaching influence of the cloud, described in vivid detail, reflect 
Shelley’s understanding of the interlocking nature of the earth’s hydrologic system. 
 Shelley’s cloud is conscious of its own destructive power; it “wield[s] the flail of the 
lashing hail” and “laugh[s]” while “pass[ing] in thunder,” seemingly indifferent to the 
destruction below, and “sift[s] the snow on the mountains below” causing their “great 
pines” to “groan aghast.”259 Bearing the “Powers of the Air” as its chained prisoner, the 
cloud marches like a conquering army through an aerial “triumphal arch,” bearing 
“hurricane, fire, and snow.”260  But this same cloud brings “fresh showers” to the flowers, 
bears “light shade” for the trees, and gently rests over the earth “as still as a brooding 
dove.”261 The cloud’s essential immortality, however, is in contrast to the living things below 
it that it alternatingly nourishes and blasts: “I change,” the cloud boasts, but “I cannot die,” 
emerging again and again “[l]ike a child from the womb, like a ghost from a tomb.”262 By 
identification with the cloud, Shelley can seemingly find the immortality sadly lacking in the 
realm of human affairs. 
 Interestingly, though, Shelley’s cloud lacks any agency of its own. “Lightning my 
pilot sits,” the cloud acknowledges, directing it “[o]ver earth and ocean, with gentle 
motion.”263 Scientifically, this reflects the hypothesis originally outlined by Adam Walker, 
who lectured at Eton while Shelley was there, that the changes in humidity and atmospheric 
pressure responded to electrical charges. Luke Howard hypothesized that “the decided 
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direction” of cirrus clouds was “occasioned by the different electricity of a current of air 
which is pressing upon the space” occupied by the cloud.264 In the poem’s pantheistic 
terms, the cloud is an outgrowth of a mystical, all-moving spirit, the flow of energy in the 
natural world that Shelley elsewhere describes as an “unseen Power” whose shadow 
“[f]loats unseen among us”: a perpetual motion that begins to take on, for the atheist poet, 
the trappings of the divine.265 That spirit, which finds its most direct embodiment in the 
wind, recurs constantly in Shelley’s work, representing alternatively spiritual enlightenment, 
political liberation, and creative inspiration, sometimes all at the same time.  
 Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind,” written almost contemporaneously with “The 
Cloud” is one of his most famous and, by general accord, greatest lyrics, as well as one of 
the archetypes of the greater Romantic lyric in its triumphant celebration of the perceptive 
and descriptive power of human consciousness. Unlike “The Cloud,” “West Wind” is 
written in the poet’s own person, and together the two form something of a dialogic pair, a 
conversation between the natural world and the Romantic subject. Among other things, 
“West Wind” is a masterpiece of self-referential art; like Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” it 
begins in a state of dejection and enervation, with a meditation on the poet’s own initial 
lack of creative energy serving as the vehicle by which his poetic powers are ultimately 
confirmed. In its rich synthesis of metaphysical, psychological, and political themes, “West 
Wind” lends itself to a wide variety of readings. But as so often with Shelley, our tendency 
to begin by reading metaphorically can blind us to the rich ecological specificity at work in 
the poem, in which conventional natural description coexists with a new level of 
meteorological precision and detail.  
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 The first three of the five terza rima stanzas are all focused on invoking the wind’s 
power over objects in the natural world: leaves, clouds, waves. The poem opens with 
something of a mythic incantation to the West Wind’s power, in the manner of a pagan 
poet calling upon the gods for inspiration. The wind is the underlying active force in the 
universe, the “breath of Autumn’s being,” that drives leaves before it like an invisible 
magician.266 By distributing seeds buried in their “dark wintry bed” to fertile soil, the wind 
possesses power over life over death; in its springtime form, the wind will “blow/[h]er 
clarion o’er the dreaming earth,” restoring life in the form of living hues and colors.”267 
Shelley’s vision of the natural order is essentially cyclical and endlessly in motion, with the 
wind functioning simultaneously as “Destroyer and Preserver.”268 
 In the second stanza, this mock-ritual incantation is continued, with a new 
specificity, as the speaker extols the wind’s power over the realm of clouds. The west wind 
is compared to a “stream ‘mid the steep sky’s commotion,” shaking clouds to the ground 
like leaves and bearing with it “[a]ngels of rain and lightning.”269 The violence of the wind at 
the stanza’s close bears the unmistakable stamp of Europe’s post-Tambora stormy weather:  
the air is the “dome of a vast sepulchre,” from which “thy congregated might of 
vapours/Black rain, and fire, and hail will burst.”270  
 These lines’ meteorological accuracy was greater than their author could possibly 
have known. Modern-day meteorology has identified the phenomenon of North Atlantic 
Oscillation as a key driving force in shaping continental European weather. The North 
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Atlantic Oscillation Index (NAOI) measures fluctuations in the ratio of atmospheric 
pressure between the Icelandic Low (between Scandinavia and Greenland) and the Azores 
High (to the west of North Africa). High NAOI years result stronger and more frequent 
westerly winds from the Atlantic, bringing cooler temperatures and increased storm activity 
and rainfall to continental Europe and the Mediterranean basin.271 The late 1810s were 
years of high NAO indexes and, accordingly, wetter, cooler, and more stormy even when 
set against background Little Ice Age conditions.272 When Shelley describes a wind “[f]or 
whose paths the Atlantic’s level powers/Cleave themselves into chasms,” causing the 
underwater foliage to “suddenly grow with fear,/And tremble and despoil themselves,” he is 
not merely invoking the poet’s right to hyperbolic description, but responding specifically 
to the meteorological conditions at the time he was writing, and describing, with a high 
degree of accuracy, the movement of a wind that carved a “chasm” between the north 
Atlantic’s two significant meteorological zones.  Had Shelley been writing during the calmer 
weather of Chaucer’s “Medieval Warm Period,” when long summers reigned and wine was 
cultivated in southern England, this touchstone text of Romantic subjectivity likely would 
look very different.  
 The poem’s final two stanzas turn the focus to the poet’s own mortality, fatigue, and 
creative enervation, and invokes the vital spirit of the wind to buttress the strength of one 
whose “leaves are falling” like the forest’s own.273 The speaker appears to give up on the 
prospect of generating his own momentum and instead compares himself to the natural 
objects passively borne by the wind, leaves, winds, and clouds, completing the elaborate 
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metaphor introduced in the first three stanzas. Although now his writings consist of “dead 
thoughts,” the poet hopes that the wind of inspiration will scatter them, like “withered 
leaves,” to take hold in more fertile ground, waking the earth from its winter dreams and 
“quicken[ing] a new birth.”274 At the poem’s conclusion, Shelley suggests the same argument 
he would make at length in A Defence of Poetry, his most important prose work: that poets 
and creative artists can, by stimulating different avenues of thought and planting seeds of 
questioning, help to facilitate social change in much the same way that prophets had in 
earlier societies.  
The poem concludes by asking, “[i]f winter comes, can Spring be far behind?”275 
Viewed in terms of the orderly flow of seasons, this reads as a rhetorical question: the poet 
is confidently asserting that, just as the wind facilitates the rebirth of the sleeping earth in 
the spring, the “ashes and sparks” of his thought will help to nourish an intellectual and 
political rejuvenation following the reactionary years of the late Regency. “West Wind” 
was, in fact, written shortly after the Peterloo massacre, which Shelley directly addressed in 
other poems, most famously “England in 1819.” If we move beyond the cycle of the 
seasons to think about the poem in the context of climate change over time, however, new 
possibilities open up that supplement—not to say replace—the conventional reading. As in 
“Mont Blanc,” “Ode to the West Wind” concludes with a question that appears (unlike 
Keats’s clearly interrogative conclusion to “Ode to a Nightingale”) to be purely rhetorical: 
of course the spring will naturally follow the winter, just as Godwinian progressivist logic 
dictated that the arc of history will inevitably move away from tyranny and towards justice 
and freedom. Buffeted by his experience of the one-two punch of the unusually cold 
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background weather of the 1810s and the post-Tambora emergency, viewed through the 
lens of Buffonian climate fatalism, and informed by the political repression of the post-
Waterloo period, perhaps Shelley’s conclusion is more a genuine question than it appears.  
A confidence in a return to perceived climatic normalcy (“spring”), like the longed-for 
eternal “spring” of Queen Mab, would have seemed far from assured in 1819. Rather than 
the triumphant celebration of an inevitable arc of upward progress, “Ode to the West 
Wind” reflects a deep, sublimated anxiety about the stability of the climate system, shared 
by other contemporaries, including Keats (as discussed in the next chapter), Mary Shelley, 
and Byron. 
 Byron, who shared with his close friend Shelley a fascination with all things 
Mediterranean, was no fan of British weather, lampooned in the English sections of Don 
Juan. He chose to write so frequently in the satiric vein because, he once jested, satire was 
the “only weapon the English climate cannot rust.”276 Yet on at least one important occasion 
Byron wrote earnestly, brilliantly, and movingly on climatic matters: his post-Tambora 
visionary lyric “Darkness,” in which the poet imagines a “dream which was not at all a 
dream,” in which the “bright sun was extinguished” and the “icy earth/Swung blind and 
black’ning in the moonless air.”277 Plunged into cold and darkness, all social bonds and 
institutions become erased as individual survival becomes an all-encompassing imperative: 
men “forgot their passions” in a “selfish prayer for light,” while  
      the thrones, 
  The palaces of crowned kings—the huts, 
  The habitations of all things which dwell,  
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  Were burnt for beacons; cities were consumed.278     
Situating the poem among a wide range of contemporary newspaper accounts and 
other primary sources, Jeffrey Vail has demonstrated that Byron’s “Darkness” was 
motivated by the unusually low temperatures and stormy weather, as well as the “prophecy” 
of a noted astronomer in Bologna who predicted that the sun would eventually burn out. 
“Darkness,” like “Mont Blanc,” begins to imagine a universe in which the conditions for 
human habitation have been removed, with the final catastrophe preceded by a complete 
breakdown in the social order. As Vail shows, apocalyptic thinking was alive and well in 
reactions to the Bologna prophecy and in growing attention to flares in sunspot activity.279  
Vail describes an epistemic struggle between rationalists and doomsayers eerily reminiscent 
of the 1783 weather debates discussed in Chapter 1.  In “Darkness,” Byron appears to side 
with the prophets of decline, presenting a vision of a world in which the basic bonds of 
human kindness have been erased in a Buffonian deep freeze. The winds and clouds, 
totems of the vitality of the natural system for Shelley, are extinguished altogether in 
“Darkness’s” concluding lines: the “winds were with’rd in the stagnant air/And the clouds 
perish’d.”280 
 “Darkness” has been discussed at length as a post-Tambora cultural artifact by 
Jonathan Bate and Gillen Wood, among others, and this is not the place for an in-depth 
analysis.281 For our purposes “Darkness” is relevant in showing the extent to which 
Buffonian apocalypticism had permeated English literary and intellectual culture, and the 
Shelley circle specifically, especially during the cold and dark post-Tambora years. In tying 
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climatic collapse to disease and social breakdown, “Darkness” also shares linkages with the 
two most famous novels of Percy Shelley’s wife, Mary: Frankenstein and The Last Man. 
Both novels probe the connection between climatic decline and social and political 
instability, suggesting the inverse of the climatic utopianism of Mary’s father William 
Godwin: if an improving climate promotes justice, peace, and civil order, a deteriorating 
climate can break down our social bonds, leaving us in a state of nature more reminiscent 
of Hobbes than the Godwin circle’s guiding light, Rousseau.   
Frankenstein famously bears the imprint of the global climate disaster precipitated 
by the eruption. Stranded inside due to an unusually cold summer, the Shelleys and Byron 
passed the time with a ghost-story-writing contest, with Mary Shelley producing one of the 
British Romantic movement’s landmark texts.  Frankenstein grapples directly with the 
possibility of human beings controlling and transforming nature in ways previously 
undreamt of by mainstream science. Yet the “weird science” of the novel serves as a 
cautionary tale to human hubris, with nothing but death and devastation lying in the wake 
of Victor Frankenstein’s audacious creative experiments. Implicitly rebuking the hopeful 
politics of Godwin and the young Shelley, the novel chooses as its touchstones archetypes 
of Romantic heroism, Prometheus and Milton’s Satan, but recasts their utopian, 
revolutionary dream of remaking the world anew into a parable of chaos and destruction.   
Most of Frankenstein’s action takes place in extreme, desolate, and inhospitably 
cold environments: in the Swiss Alps and in the Arctic, where Victor Frankenstein’s 
climactic confrontation with the creature occurs. Frankenstein represents, among other 
things, the “first significant statement of polar skepticism” in the nineteenth century, 
challenging the hubris of the explorer Walton who, like John Barrow and other real-world 
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counterparts, was convinced that warming seas would facilitate a northwest maritime 
passage through the Arctic Ocean.282 Walton and Frankenstein serve as mirror images to 
one another; both men share a fierce intellect and a Promethean desire to push the bounds 
of knowledge beyond limits that others would deem practical. Chastened by the 
catastrophic failure of his own scientific aspirations, Victor warns his new acquaintance of 
the perils of scientific hubris: “like the angel who aspired to omnipotence,” he declares on 
his deathbed, “I am chained in an eternal hell.”283 Directed to Walton, who hoped to take 
advantage of a warming earth to chart new navigational possibilities, Frankenstein’s warning 
can be taken more generally to reflect a profound skepticism about the Enlightenment 
project of mastering nature and climate. 
 If Timothy Morton is correct to argue that “dark ecology” is one possible Romantic 
response to the challenges of industrialization, Shelley’s fourth novel, The Last Man, can 
be read as a paradigmatic dark ecological text. Dark ecology reflects, in Morton’s words, a 
human willingness to “hang out in what feels like dualism,” rather than seek unity with 
nonhuman nature. The Last Man depicts human society after the tenuous symbiotic links 
between humans and their environment have been ruptured. The novel posits something 
of a photographic negative of the young Percy Shelley’s portrait of a climatically and 
culturally transformed earth. Where Queen Mab suggested that a benevolent climate 
system, resulting from conscientious stewardship and land improvement, would have 
positive effects on human nature and social arrangements, The Last Man shows how war, 
anarchy, and devastation result from breakdowns in the natural order whose causes remain 
shrouded in mystery.  
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 Mary Shelley wrote The Last Man in the aftermath of the famines and disease 
epidemics that arose in the wake of Tambora, completing it after returning to England, 
where she would remain the rest of her life. Shelley uneasily wavers between, on the one 
hand, the belief that nature is too vast and unstable for humans to attempt to control it, and 
on the other, the sense that human industrial civilization is culpable for the earth’s 
devastation.  The novel reflects an emerging view that the natural world is not stable but is 
constantly changing, and may not always provide conditions favorable to the continued 
existence of human Alan Bewell has noted a distinct sense of nationalism in the novel, as 
the epidemic spreads by a combination of “colonial contact with the East” and the 
“breakdown of boundaries,” reflecting age-old anxieties about the contamination of the 
unique British environment and the purity of English air.284 The novel imagines the gradual 
destruction of the human species by a ravaging, environmentally based disease (unnamed 
but likely based on the cholera epidemics of the early 1820s, about which Shelley read 
avidly).  
Recently The Last Man has received a great deal of critical attention, perhaps even 
rivaling the much more famous Frankenstein. For purposes of our discussion, it is most 
important to note the extent to which Shelley locates her catastrophic plague in the 
mysterious “perturbations” of the atmosphere, following the physician James Jameson, who 
had done much of the scientific work exploring the environmental background of 
cholera.285 Where the young Percy Shelley had seen the free flow of the atmosphere as a 
harbinger of political liberation in “To a Balloon,” by the late 1820s his widow had begun 
to envision it as a bringer of death, with the novel’s tiny band of survivors clinging to a 
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remote foothold in the Alpine ravines in the vain hope of setting up barriers between 
themselves and the plague.  
 As with Frankenstein, the desolation of the Alps that Mary Shelley had witnessed in 
the 1816 tour becomes a sort of limit case of the possibilities of human existence: her “last 
man” narrator, Lionel Verney, finds the Alpine landscape at the end of the novel desolate 
by the “icy Biz, which even at Midsummer used to come from the northern glacier laden 
with cold.”286 The plague—eerily anticipatory of the “plague wind” that Ruskin would 
identify as the “storm cloud of the nineteenth century” had erased the ethnic and national 
differences created by climatic determinism, as well as all political and social affinities, in 
one world-encompassing cloud:  
  For seven years it had had full sway upon earth; she had trod every  
  nook of our spacious globe; she had mingled with the atmosphere, 
  which as a cloak enwraps all our fellow-creatures—the inhabitants of  
  native Europe—the luxurious Asiatic—the swarthy African and free  
  American had been vanquished and destroyed by her.287  
For Lionel Verney in the desolation of Chamounix, the progressive project of 
mastering climate and nature has come to a catastrophic end. The natural seasons still exist, 
but Verney tries in vain to gain pleasure from moving into warmer climes and springtime 
temperatures. In effect, Mary Shelley has projected us into the world subliminally 
hypothesized by Percy at the end of “Mont Blanc,” in which the natural conditions for 
human life have become extinguished and the spectacular natural landscape has become a 
place of “vacancy” to the human mind. Verney, on the brink of death and having lost all 
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but two of his companions, contemplates a spectacular thunderstorm: the “forked stream 
of fire running along the black sky…the appalling mass of clouds” which seemingly taunt 
them, now “sole dwellers” of the “vast universe and the plans of boundless earth.”288 After 
this complete failure, in the narrator’s words, of “the universal machine and the Almighty 
power that misdirected it,” nothing is left but for Verney to call on nature to finish the job: 
to bring forth “murky fogs from hell,” so that 
 Not only herbage may no longer flourish, and the rivers run with gall— 
 But the everlasting mountains be decomposed, and the mighty deep putrify, 
 and the genial atmosphere which clips the globe, lose all powers of 
 generation and sustenance.289  
By the end of The Last Man, Shelley has externalized and literalized the famous 
melancholy declaration of Prince Hamlet:  the “most excellent canopy” of the air has 
become a “foul and pestilent congregation of vapours.”290 This atmospheric collapse calls to 
mind both anthropogenic (industrial pollution) and natural (post-Tambora) causes, but for 
whatever reason, the air that had been the literal and metaphorical source of life and vitality 
for Percy Shelley had become in Mary’s late fiction an agent of death. While it would be 
overstating the case to reductively see Shelley’s apocalyptic fantasy as a direct comment on 
the ecological conditions of her time, I suggest it would be equally misguided to ignore or 
minimize the tremendous resonances those conditions have on the environmental despair 
and fatalism underlying the work.  
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What, in the end, do we gain from reading the work of the Shelleys and their 
contemporaries ecohistorically?  I would argue that, aside from the general and valuable 
knowledge we gain as cultural historians about the way that previous generations 
understood the relationship between culture and history, we can also develop a fuller and 
more nuanced understanding of both the accomplishments and the limitations of the 
Romantic project of unifying nature and the human mind.  Until the recent ecocritical turn, 
most critics of Romantic poetry conceived of nature as an abstraction, stripped of local and 
historical ecological specificity.  Nature, in the standard new historicist reading, became a 
way of avoiding talking about sites of social, economic, and political struggle.  The next 
wave of Romantic criticism, I suggest, should be focused instead on the interconnection 
between these two realms, the natural and the human, a connection which so much of our 
common intellectual life in the last 400 years has been dedicated, in one way or another, to 
covering up. We should not delude ourselves into thinking that the Rosetta Stone to 
understanding any given Romantic text should consist of what the temperature was, or 
whether it was raining, on the day that it was composed.  But Romanticists should be 
thinking about the ways in which our period was distinguished by its interest in the study of 
weather and climate, which was rapidly advancing during the period, and by the ways in 
which major geophysical events such as the Tambora eruption played decisive roles in the 
lives of the human beings who experienced them. For the age of global warming, the dark 




Towards a Dark Green Romanticism: 
Keats,  Climate, and the Soul 
 
 In a melancholy sonnet of 1817, published in Leigh Hunt’s Examiner, John Keats 
ruminates on weather’s effect on the human spirit. “After dark vapours have oppress’d our 
plains/for a long dreary season,” he writes, a day “born of the gentle South” emerges to give 
balm to the weary soul, nourishing the “calmest thoughts” as of “leaves/Budding—fruit 
ripening in stillness.”291 This sonnet introduces some of the themes Keats would later 
develop in “To Autumn,” with its longing for a return to climatic normalcy and stability 
following a period of oppressive storms. The “long dreary season” of which Keats wrote 
was, as we learned in the previous chapter, not a piece of poetic hyperbole but an accurate 
description of the storms and fogs of the year following Tambora. 
While Keats’s engagement with climate science is less thorough and systematic than 
Percy Shelley’s, his work nonetheless reflects a keen awareness of the interaction between 
climate and culture. As befitting the poet of negative capability, Keats generally resists the 
longing for climatic utopia of Shelley in favor of a more tragic, Malthusian sense of 
humanity as forced to coexist and adapt with climatic challenges. Keats’s climatic outlook, 
emphasizing experience over theory and the world’s fallibility over its perfectibility, 
emerged largely in response to three significant personal influences: his ambitious émigré 
brother George, the suburban Hampstead circle surrounding his mentor Leigh Hunt, and 
the poet’s all too personal familiarity with climate-sensitive disease. 
 George Keats left to begin a new life in America with his wife, Georgiana, in the late 
summer of 1818. Tom Keats died in December 1818, following a protracted battle with 
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tuberculosis during which his medically trained brother John nursed him lovingly, 
meticulously, and at significant hazard to his own health. Shortly thereafter Keats’ “annus 
mirabilis” commenced in which the poet produced the great odes, The Eve of St. Agnes, 
and the rest of the Lamia volume. Without clinging to a rigid biographical reductionism, it 
is fair to argue that the pervasive sense of solitude and longing underlying many of the 
Lamia poems is linked to the absence of the two Keats brothers, one to disease and one to 
the “Wilds of America.” 
 The climate of America had become a figure of fascination for the British public. 
On one level, colonists’ tales of deprivation in the sublime, savage continent played to a 
certain British sense of climatic superiority. The climatic extremes of the northeastern and 
midwestern colonies—hotter than the British Isles in the summer and colder in the winter—
made the famously gloomy but essentially temperate weather of Britain seem tolerable by 
comparison. At the same time, America provided essentially a blank slate for theories of 
climatic improvement: an experimental laboratory in which the draining of swamps and the 
clearing of forests could be shown to produce a warmer, gentler climate.  
A few years before George Keats set off, British audiences had thrilled to Thomas 
Campbell’s wildly successful 1809 Gertrude of Wyoming, whose eponymous heroine 
hailed not from the modern day Mountain West but from the Wyoming Valley on 
“Susquehanna’s side” in northwest Pennsylvania.292 Gertrude’s America was rich in Edenic 
overtones, suggesting an unspoiled paradise (already lost by the time Campbell wrote): the 
“loveliest land of all/That see the Atlantic wave that morn restore,” a land of sunny 
mountains, dancing flamingoes, and playful squirrels, in which “every sound of life was full 
                                                
292 1. 
 108 
of glee.”293 In a sense reversing the Biblical narrative of the Tower of Babel, the Wyoming 
community was free of “war or crime,” except retold in “transatlantic story.”294 Campbell 
provides an almost Godwinian view of a transformed society:  
 Here the exile met from every clime,  
 And spoke in friendship every distant tongue; 
 Men from the blood of warring Europe sprung 
 Were but divided by the running brook;  
 And happy where no Rhenish trumpet sung, 
 On sieging mine’s volcano shook,  
 The blue-eyed German changed his sword to pruning-hook.295       
This early version of the American melting pot suggests a climate whose gentle plains were 
free of geological disturbances, and whose natural gifts would smooth out the rough natural 
characters of its inhabitant races, blending Spaniard, Scotsman, German, and Englishman 
into one harmonious whole.  
 In Campbell’s version of American colonization, the colonies served as a logical 
conclusion of the British national project, importing the values of pragmatism, moderation, 
and liberty, which because of economic and environmental conditions could not be fully 
actualized at home. In the American wilderness, class divisions were erased as “[h]ere was 
not mingled in the city’s pomp/Of life’s extremes the grandeur and the gloom” that so 
dominated life in urban England, but the best English characteristics could find new, fertile 
soil in America, where “England sent her men…[t]o plant the tree of life—To plant fair 
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Freedom’s tree.”296 The heroine herself bears the stamp of the English climate and 
personality. She wears a “rose of England” on her cheek, her father had “[a] Briton’s 
independence taught [her] to seek/Far western worlds”, and her personality calls to the 
narrator’s mind the “happiest home of England’s happy clime.” As presented by Campbell, 
the British colonial project in the Americas was conceived as a transplantation of what was 
best and purest about the climate of England, and by extension the English national 
character, to new soil.297  
 The same location along the banks of the Susquehanna had been the proposed 
locus for an aborted utopian “pantisocratic” community that Samuel Coleridge and Robert 
Southey had intended to establish in the 1790s. Their proposal combined abolitionism, 
Unitarianism, and radical politics, envisioning a world in “which they could live in equality 
and according to the laws of nature.”298 Southey envisioned a perfect union of a humanistic 
intellectual culture with practical agricultural skill: “When Coleridge and I are sawing down 
a tree we will discuss metaphysics, criticize poetry when hunting a buffalo, and write 
sonnets while following the plough.”299 The pantisocratic project failed, as organizational 
leadership was not among Coleridge’s many talents, but similar groups established 
intentional communities in the American colonies, most famously the collectively owned 
colony of Harmony, Indiana, established by Robert Owen and George Rapp.300  
 The promise of making a new fortune, and perhaps even helping to contribute to a 
more ideal society, attracted large numbers of British immigrants in the decades following 
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the American Revolution; among the more successful of them was George Keats, the 
poet’s brother. George and his new bride Georgiana set sail for America in the summer of 
1818, arriving on August 26, in Philadelphia, and made their way through Ohio, Indiana, 
and Kentucky.301 The young couple joined a settlement led by Morris Birkbeck, a utopian 
colonist who shared a forward-thinking orientation and George’s “early liberal disposition,” 
but who also lacked the practical skills to obtain a decent water supply and to organize a 
working colony.302 Birkbeck chose his colony’s location for a mix of pragmatic 
considerations and moral scruples: it possessed a “climate recommended by the 
concurrent testimony of all travellers, as temperate, salubrious, and delightful,” but equally 
importantly it was located in a free state, so that Birkbeck would not “degrade [him]self and 
[his] children by the practice of slavekeeping,” to which he referred, quoting Cowper’s The 
Task, as the “broadest, foulest blot” of humanity.303 Convinced that the Native Americans 
were not cultivating the land to its full potential, Birkbeck suggested that a “hardworking 
Englishman would thrive by comparison,” and his prospectus painted a dizzying picture of 
a land crying out for sound English management.304  
Although the George Keatses packed their bags, not everyone was so enamored; 
John Keats himself read (and wrote to his brother about) a critique penned by the radical 
land reformer William Cobbett for Leigh Hunt’s Examiner, exposing the Birkbeck scheme 
as hopelessly impractical.305 Writing to Birkbeck based on Cobbett’s own experience 
spending a year in America, he argued that “the Western countries were not the countries 
                                                
301 Id. 58. 
302 Id. 65.  
303 Birkbeck 7.  
304 Crutcher 49.  
305 Id. 51.  
 111 
for English farmers to settle in; no, nor for American farmers, unless under peculiar 
circumstances.”306 Cobbett deflates the utopian dream based on personal experience 
  I have seen new settlements formed. I have seen lands cleared…I 
 have heard the bold language of the adventurers; and I have witnessed 
 their subsequent miseries.307   
Cobbett accused Birkbeck of misleading poor farmers into believing “romantic stories” that 
America was a land of opportunity when in fact they lacked rudiments, such as manure, to 
make the land productive, and implied that Birkeck was either a disingenuous swindler or 
simply mad.308  
 For the ordinary English citizen, who had no way of knowing through direct 
observation whether the utopians or the critics were right about the America landscape, the 
continent remained a tabula rasa for the projection of their climatic hopes and anxieties.  
 A few months after George and Georgiana Keats left for America, John addressed him in 
the famous “Vale of Soul-Making” letter of April 21, 1819. At his most philosophical, 
Keats expounds upon the material constraints on human existence, as reflected in what he 
calls “two very different books”—Voltaire’s history of the reign of Louis XIV and William 
Robertson’s History of America, and arrives at a theory of suffering as intrinsic to spiritual 
growth, and even at the heart of the human experience.  Like Voltaire, Robertson reflected 
the Whiggish historical spirit of the age, but rested his narrative of social progress largely on 
civilization’s ability to tame a hostile environment and adapt it to human needs and 
concerns. The America Robertson described, and the one for which George Keats set out 
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in 1818, was one in which forests were being cleared and swamps drained, reducing disease 
and promoting a temperate and livable climate.  
 The highly readable History of America was devoured by with pleasure by a 
multitude of readers, including Keats. As Daniel Watkins has noted, the “information and 
ideas” in Robertson’s work remained important to Keats throughout his lifetime, informing 
much of the way that Keats approached “history and historical processes,” providing a basic 
framework of historical progress which the poet would sometimes embrace and at other 
times reject.309 The famous mistaken reference to Cortez’s discovering the Pacific in “On 
First Looking into Chapman’s Homer,” Watkins argues, resulted from essentially an 
accurate remembering of Robertson’s account of New World exploration, just with the 
names of Cortez and Balboa transposed, and the thrill of discovery Keats expresses in that 
poem is inspired by Robertson’s narrative of physical exploration as well as Chapman’s 
verse.310 Robertson’s History of America provided a narrative of continual human triumph 
over the climate; “rude men” are vulnerable to its vagaries, but “civilized men” are able, by 
the use of their “ingenuity and inventions,” to “supply the defects, and guard against the 
inconveniences of any climate.”311 Robertson pointed towards a model of the interaction 
between climate and national character that revised Hippocratic climatic determinism, one 
which American theorists would develop even further. Climate did influence and shape the 
character of a region’s inhabitants; however, as civilizations become more technologically 
advanced, the causality begins to shift, and humans start to adapt to and even begin to 
shape the climate system.   
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 Robertson postulated that forests had a cooling effect, noting that the “forests of 
America, and hinder the sun-beams from beating the ground, are a great cause of the 
temperate climate” in the regions of the America near the equator.312 Correspondingly, 
clearing forests in cooler climates can help cause those climates to become more moderate. 
Robertson sees the role of human development in the environment as unabashedly 
positive: the efforts of humanity, “when continued through a succession of ages, change the 
appearance and improve the qualities of the earth.”313 America in its relatively virgin state 
was not reaching its full climatic potential according to this view. Under the stewardship of 
the “rude and indolent” Native Americans, “[i]mmense forests covered a great part of the 
uncultivated earth,” and the thick vegetation impressed the first colonists as a wasteland.314 
 According to this culturally imperialist narrative, the only thing missing from the full 
perfection of the American landscape was the benevolent, enlightened hand of European 
colonization. An undeveloped region such as pre-colonial America was one “neglected and 
destitute of cultivation,” in which  
the air stagnates in the woods, putrid exhalations rise from the waters; the 
surface of the earth, loaded with rank vegetation, feels not the purifying 
influence of the sun or wind; the malignity of the distempers natural to the 
climate increases, and new maladies no less noxious are engendered.315   
The undeveloped rainforests are depicted as “teem[ing] with almost every offensive and 
poisonous creature.”316 Just as the common law of property has always disfavored 
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landowners who neglect their land, Robertson saw the allegedly indolent stewardship of the 
Native Americans as reason enough to vitiate their claims of ownership. In short, the 
colonial project of developing the Americas, subduing the earth, draining swamps, clearing 
forests, and irrigating farmland, was not a self-interested endeavor, but a moral mandate to 
allow the natural environment to reach its full potential. Many of the immigrants who 
responded to Morris Birkbeck’s call for settlement, for a mix of altruistic and pecuniary 
motives, were inspired by Robertson’s narrative of heroic progress.  
 Birkbeck’s accounts, as well as other promotions of American settlement, were 
well-known to the Keats circle, and “[e]migration fever” appealed not just to dispossessed 
franchises and workers but to “liberal English” intellectuals who, disappointed by the 
aftermath of the French Revolution and by the political repression of the Regency, “shifted 
their sights to seek an Arcadia in America.”317 The George Keatses eagerly signed up, but 
John expressed skepticism about the project. Writing to George in April 1819, shortly after 
mentioning Robertson’s History, Keats rejects Robertson’s hope in climatic amelioration, 
which Shelley had tied to peace and universal prosperity in Queen Mab. Keats doubts the 
possibility of progressive improvement of the human condition by scientific and intellectual 
development, averring that  
  In truth I do not at all believe in this sort of perfectibility—the nature of the  
  world will not admit of it—the inhabitants of the world will correspond to  
  itself—Let the fish philosphise the ice away from the Rivers in winter time  
  and they shall be at continual play in the tepid delight of summer. Look at 
  the Poles and at the sands of Africa, Whirlpools and volcanoes—Let men 
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  exterminate them and I will say that they may arrive at earthly Happiness.318  
Unlike the climatic optimists, Keats sees climatic and geological obstacles as 
fundamental elements of human-environmental interaction, and does not credit seriously 
the possibility of banishing the winter in place of an eternal spring. In terms of material 
progress, the best Keats seems to allow is that the human being “improves by degrees his 
bodily accommodations and comforts [but] at each stage, at each accent there are waiting 
for him a fresh set of annoyances.”319 Here, Keats provides an almost perfect reversal of 
Robertson’s narrative of perpetual material progress, in the language of the perennial critic 
of technology: each new technological innovation, while solving the problems of the 
present, creates others. Environmental constraints on human happiness is an essential 
component of the concept Keats develops, a few lines later in the April 21 letter, of the 
world as a “vale of Soul-Making,” in which a “World of Pains and troubles” is necessary to 
nourish the growth and full development of the soul.320 While his rhetoric is not explicitly 
ecological, Keats here articulates a logic of environmental coexistence: our task, properly 
understood, is to live harmoniously within our material limits rather than try to overcome 
them through technological ingenuity. 
As the years went on, America begins to take on an even more negative tone in 
Keats’s work. By the time George Keats arrived in western Pennsylvania, the supposedly 
pristine landscape of pantosocratic dreams had already become an industrial hellscape 
evocative of England’s industrial midlands: Pittsburgh, covered in coal smoke, had already 
                                                




developed a reputation as the “Birmingham of the West.”321 For the Hunt circle and their 
contemporaries, America was both a cultural and environmental backwater, with even 
American apologists such as James Fenimore Cooper explaining the “lack of imaginative 
literature” in America as the “result of an uninspired land.”322  
Recent critics have drawn more attention to the place of America in Keats’s 
thought, as the “movement into that phase of poetic composition for which he became so 
esteemed by subsequent generations of readers” happens to coincide with the “imaginary 
cultural space” occupied by the absent George in 1818-1819.323 George’s travels provided 
an alternative unrealized trajectory, a road not taken, against which John could measure his 
life and poetic accomplishments during the year that produced his greatest work. As James 
Chandler suggests, the challenges and hardships of the American experiment underlie the 
philosophy of life Keats sketches in the “vale of soul-making” letter, allowing Keats to serve 
as an “anthropologist” of transatlantic differences and to ponder the extent to which natural 
settings shape and mold the souls who inhabit them.324   
 In “Lines to Fanny,” he describes the New World as the site of a Buffonian 
climatic apocalypse, as a “most hateful land,/Dungeoner of my friends,” who “live a 
wrecked life.” It is a “monstrous region” of “dull rivers” and winds that “hold scourging 
rods,/Iced in the great lakes, to afflict mankind,” of “rank-grown forests, frosted, black, and 
blind,” an aberration in the essentially logical natural order where “great unerring Nature 
once seems wrong.”325 Writing in midwinter as a voluntary migrant to the Great Lakes 
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region, I have more than my fair amount of sympathy for Keats’s despair, which was 
informed by Buffon’s climate theory as well as firsthand reports. Buffon had argued that 
America was situated in the most precarious position in the earth’s climate system, resulting 
in cooler temperatures, more moisture, smaller animal species and less vigorous native 
human inhabitants.326 As developed by Robertson, the logical conclusion of this idea was a 
feedback loop: the climatically enervated natives of such a region were unable to develop 
the land in a way to promote heat retention and fecundity. The only way out of this morass 
was to embrace Buffon’s radical hope that “[m]an is able to modify the influence of the 
climate that he inhabits—to fix, you might say, the temperature most convenient to 
him.”327European colonization would introduce a new variable to the equation, a more 
ingenious and industrious population emerging from more hospitable regions and capable, 
unlike the climatically degraded natives of the area, to counteract the Americas’ climatic 
influence. 
Belief in the promise of climatic engineering at the time was quite widespread, and 
more recent scientific discoveries have only confirmed the essential validity of this 
argument. The groundbreaking research of William Ruddiman concluded that over the 
last 8000 years, since the development of agricultural civilization, human activity has 
resulted in a steady increase in methane and carbon dioxide concentrations in the 
atmosphere even though “natural factors…predicted a drop” in greenhouse gases.328  This 
anomaly, unknown to the climate theorists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
provides a fascinating twist on our understanding of anthropogenic climate change: humans 
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have been acting as planet-level change agents on the climate system for far longer than 
previously thought, as the deforestation and agricultural activity necessary to sustain rooted 
human civilization resulted in increased concentration of greenhouse gases. In a sense, 
then, we have living in the “Anthropocene Age” since long before the Industrial 
Revolution, which dramatically accelerated but did not initiate the underlying trend of 
anthropogenic warming, masked by the counteracting cooling influences of the natural 
factors at work.  
Of course, the generation of Keats and Shelley was much more concerned with 
global cooling than warming, and the greenhouse effect that terrorizes us would have 
seemed a panacea. Thomas Jefferson, the great exponent of an agrarian economy for the 
new American republic, challenged Buffon’s notion that the flora and fauna of America 
were innately weaker and smaller with an array of counter-examples of well-developed 
native species, concluding that “the climate of America will preserve the races of domestic 
animals as large as the European stock from which they are derived.”329 Moreover, Jefferson 
defended the character of the continent’s native inhabitants against Robertson’s calumnies: 
the Native American, he wrote, is “affectionate to his children,” “strong and faithful” in his 
friendships, and with an equal “vivacity and activity” to the European settlers.330 Finally, 
Jefferson argued that the climate of Virginia was already improving, making the nascent 
republic an experimental laboratory for theories of climatic improvement. Jefferson noted 
that 
 a change in our climate however is taking place very sensibly. Both 
 heats and colds are becoming much more moderate within the memory 
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 even of the middle-aged. Snows are less frequent and less deep…The rivers,  
 which then seldom failed to freeze over in the course of the winter, scarcely 
 ever do so now.331 
Despite Jefferson’s sunny optimism, the supposedly frigid and inhospitable climate of 
America became a running mode of abuse directed towards the new nation, which stood as 
a “serious affront to patriotic pride” and, along with slavery, one of the most common and 
“touchiest” sources of criticism from the Old World.332 Eventually two main, contradictory 
“branches of colonial-era European writing on the Americas—one evoking Eden, the other 
a frozen tundra” emerged, culminating in a fascinating if sketchily recorded personal 
conversation between Jefferson and Buffon themselves.333   
 The possibility of climate engineering became the synthesis between these two 
strains of thought; Buffon could be right that the climate was naturally cold and getting 
colder, but the Jeffersonian optimists could also be correct that “by transforming the 
natural landscape through agriculture, American settlers possessed the God-given power to 
radically improve their climate.”334Writing a few years after Jefferson, the American 
naturalist Samuel Williams argued for the benevolent climatic influence of human 
settlement: new settlers’ 
  first business is to cut down the trees, clear up the lands, and  
  sow them with grain. The earth is no sooner laid open to the influence 
  of the sun and winds, than the effects of cultivation begin to appear. The 
  surface of the earth becomes more warm and dry. As the settlements 
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  increase, these effects become more general and extensive: the cold 
  decreases, the earth and air become more warm; and the whole   
  temperature of the climate becomes more equal, uniform and moderate… 
  a remarkable change of this kind has been observed in the settled parts 
  of North America.335 
For Williams, this climatic transformation was “a matter of constant observation and 
experience,” and moreover, a “most remarkable change of climate throughout all Europe” 
in the general direction of warmth and moderation was seemingly a “universal opinion of 
historians and philosophers,” citing historical references from Palestine, Turkey, Italy, 
Germany, and elsewhere that describe a much colder world in previous centuries.336 It is 
difficult to imagine a more divergent picture from Buffon’s gloomy forecast of a world of 
frost. 
 This brief survey of sources suggest that the Romantic-era mind was still highly 
divided, not only about whether climate was improving or declining, but also about the 
underlying causes and what counts as evidence of climatic change. Firsthand observation, 
experimental and speculative science, and archival records were all marshaled to support 
one position or the other. Faced with this heady stew, it is not surprising that John Keats 
expressed a healthy skepticism towards the American experiment that wrenched his 
brother away from him at one of the most difficult junctures of his life. A crucial distinction 
(no less true for becoming something of a cliché) between the first and second generation 
Romantic poets was the latter’s having come of age after the decisive failure of political 
hopes of the French Revolution, that time when a more radical Wordsworth had identified 
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in its the “golden hours” a sense of “human nature being born again.”337 A skepticism 
towards the ideal of radically remaking human nature, which also underlines Keats’s theory 
of art’s role as rooted in negative capability rather than confidently legislating human nature 
qua Shelley, runs throughout his work and is perhaps most forcefully stated in the vale of 
soul-making” letter.    
 An early attempt at exploring these themes in poetic form was made in “The 
Human Seasons,” where Keats, in a fairly conventional metaphor, compares the 
development of the “mind of man” to the four seasons of the year.338 The charms of “lusty 
Spring” and “luxurious Summer” are obvious, but the poet is striking, and begins to evolve 
beyond cliché, in its defenses of autumn and winter.339 Autumn is notable for the “quiet 
cores” of the human soul, in language anticipating the great ode “To Autumn” two years 
later; it is the time when the mature mind gives up its ambition to take in all of nature, 
instead “contented so to look/On mists in idleness to let fair things/Pass by unheeded.”340 
The poem’s final couplet, devoted to winter, suggests that it is this final, unpleasant season 
that provides a structure to make meaning of the entire year: “He has his Winter too of 
pale misfeature,/Or else he would forego his mortal nature.”341   
Keats’s rationalization for the role of suffering in the world, which rejects both 
conventional religion and progressive dreams of a secular utopia, resonates with 
contemporary ecological discourse more than Godwinian/Shelleyan dreams of a 
permanently tamed climate. I would argue that the poet of negative capability, like Thomas 
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Malthus, can be seen as a forerunner of “dark ecology,” a provocative concept coined by 
Timothy Morton to describe “a universe of finitude and fragility, a world in which objects 
are suffused and surrounded by mysterious hermeneutical clouds of unknowing.” By 
linking Keats to Malthus (a link neither writer would likely have suggested), I hope to point 
towards the possibility of an alternative trajectory for ecological Romanticism, serving as a 
dark counterpoint to the Godwinians’ confident utopianism. 
 To do so requires doing some recuperative work on behalf of Malthus, who served 
as a bête noire for two centuries to liberal Romantics and to their intellectual progeny, but 
whose ethic of scarcity is perhaps harder to dismiss in the age of climate change, drought, 
and deforestation. In The Song of the Earth, Jonathan Bate made an early attempt to put 
Malthus in conversation with the Romantic poets, noting the simultaneous publication year 
of Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population and the seminal volume of British 
Romantic poetry, the Wordsworth/Coleridge Lyrical Ballads. Bate’s version of a green 
Romantic genealogy has the Wordsworth circle running through Shelley and Clare, which 
venerated nature for its own sake, as an alternative to the calculating capitalist mindset 
represented by Malthus, who allegedly conceived of nonhuman nature primarily as a 
resource to be exploited and conserved for human needs. This binary maps conveniently 
onto contemporary ecological discourse, with the green Romantic strain prefiguring deep 
ecology and (in the Wordsworthian/Shelleyan concern for the poor and dispossessed) 
social ecology, and the Malthusian tendency anticipating “shallow” or exploitative forms of 
ecological concern.  
 While such a narrative is well suited to the concerns of modern-day green 
movements, it is, as Malthus’s recent biographer Robert Mayhew argued, not a “historically 
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accurate framing of the clash between Malthus and the Romantics.”342 Reading the totality 
of Malthus’s work beyond the 1798 essay, Mayhew argues for Malthus as a founder of 
environmental economics, whose advanced “understanding of natural resources, 
population dynamics, and resource allocation” made him perhaps the era’s most 
sophisticated student of “how nature and society interact successfully.”343 Rehabilitating 
Malthus from the condescension of his contemporaries as well as posterity can give us a 
fuller picture of the environmental concerns and challenges that faced Romantic-era 
writers, as well as what we can learn from their response today. 
 The central thesis of Malthus’s 1798 argument, as is well known, was that human 
population tends to grow exponentially while our agricultural output grows arithmetically, 
thus creating an inevitable squeeze once population begins to outstrip the earth’s ability to 
support our numbers. Originally written as a response to the utopianism of Godwin’s 
Political Justice, Malthus’s Essay became a figure of contempt for progressive writers who 
saw it as an exercise in apologetics for a fundamentally unjust social order. The list of 
writers who published attacks on Malthus (William Hazlitt, Robert Southey, Leigh Hunt, 
Thomas De Quincey) reads like a roll call of the great prose writers of the age, reflecting a 
widespread belief that the environmental stresses Malthus cited could be overcome by 
improvements in technology coupled with a more equitable and efficient social order. On 
first glance Malthus’s mathematically exact approach to nature seems to stand jarringly 
athwart the Romantic spirit of the age. Yet a more charitable reading can reveal a different 
Malthus, one whose concerns are no less ecological than his antagonists. For Malthus, like 
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Keats in the “vale of soul-making” letter, humanity’s task is not to transcend or overcome 
the material limits on growth, but rather to learn to live harmoniously within them.  
 Malthus was known to be an avid weather diarist, who carried a thermometer with 
him on his journeys and who was “preoccupied with climate and weather and their relation 
to production and distribution.”344 As Mayhew demonstrates, Malthus remarked on the 
correlation between deforestation and an area’s climate, although he did not yet understand 
the causal relationship that a few isolated scientists were beginning to theorize.345 His 
engagement with nature on an immediate, physical level, and his detailed description of 
physical environments would stand comparison with any of the period’s great naturalists. 
 Malthus sensed that he occupied a precarious place in the political debates of the 
day, as the first chapter of his 1798 Essay makes clear. He establishes a defensive tone 
common to all skeptics of technological progress, framing the question before us as  
  whether man shall henceforth start forwards with accelerated velocity 
  towards illimitable, and hitherto unconceived improvement; or be  
  condemned to a perpetual oscillation between happiness and mercy, and 
  after every effort remain still at an immeasurable distance from the  
  wished-for goal.346  
He sets up as his antagonist the “speculative philosophers” of the Godwin type, who 
“preach up ardent benevolence” to “forward their own deep-laid schemes of ambition,” 
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while branding opponents as the “slave of the most miserable and narrow prejudices, or as 
the defender of civil society, only because he profits by them.”347  
 The Godwin-Malthus debate, in some form or other, has persisted to the present 
day, with “speculative philosophers” challenging the dismal science of economics for being 
too ready to make accommodations to the existing social order instead of challenging 
fundamental assumptions. Modern population debates, such as the long-running feud 
between economist Julian Simon and biologist Paul Ehrlich, also map onto these basic 
rhetorical structures set forth in the late eighteenth century. While Malthus’s name 
continued to elicit opprobrium throughout much of the twentieth century, his ideas are 
beginning to resonate in an age in which the limitations to human growth, temporarily 
forestalled by a fossil-fuel dependent agriculture unanticipated by Malthus, are becoming 
more apparent.  
 What is perhaps less remembered is that Malthus takes pains to distance himself 
from reactionaries no less than from the Godwinian school. In the Introduction to the 
Essay Malthus is equally dismissive of the “advocate of the present state of things” who 
“condemns all political speculations in gross” and refuses to engage intelligently with their 
opponents’ arguments. Malthus attempts to chart a middle path, a kind of Enlightenment 
liberalism in the Edinburgh tradition of Hume and Smith, grounded not in unthinking 
reaction or Continental-inspired radicalism but in that most British tendency to pay heed to 
“experience, the true source and foundation of all knowledge.”348 
 Further along in the 1798 Essay, we find in Malthus a strikingly humanistic, even 
Romantic, yearning for spiritual development that challenges our received view of him as a 




heartless authoritarian. As Karl Kroeber pointed out in one of the earliest works of 
Romanticist ecocriticism, Keats and Malthus share surprising affinities because “both 
display a characteristic romantic sense for the independence of mind and body conceived 
in a developing relationship within a dynamic environment.”349 Eric Gidal also draws 
attention to the similarities between Keats and Malthus in their mutual recognition of the 
inescapability of certain material limits to human aspirations.350 That relationship, obscured 
by the surface tension between Keats’s skepticism and reverence from the imagination on 
the one hand, and Malthus’s Christian moralism and alleged political conservatism on the 
other, can help cast both thinkers in a new light.  
 In the first (1798) edition of the Essay, Malthus famously articulated a theory of 
moral improvement based on the theory that “the sorrows of life were necessary to soften 
and humanize the human heart,” part of a divine plan for the  “improvement of the human 
faculties and the moral amelioration of mankind.”351 Malthus excised the infamous Chapter 
19 in the second edition of the Essay, tempering his harsh Christian polemics in favor of a 
more classically political-economic approach buttressed by an avalanche of statistics.352 
Rhetorically, this move gained Malthus ground in his battle with his antagonists by painting 
him more as a sober analyst of the realities of the world. The Malthus of the first essay, in 
contrast, is arguably just as much of an “improver” and social engineer as Godwin, only in 
the opposite direction. He holds an abstract ideal of what human nature should be, and, 
like Godwin, proposes social and economic policies to help actualize that ideal. The key 
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difference is that Malthus sees this ideal as arising from bending to the will of nature under 
divine supervision, rather than imposing a human will to power upon it.  
 However jarringly unfashionable the rhetoric of the 1798 Essay may have seemed 
to his contemporaries, with its unwavering moralism and apparent indifference to human 
suffering, reading it after more than two centuries of ecological impacts from the Industrial 
Revolution allows us to characterize Malthus in a more favorable light. Malthus rejects the 
progressive impulse, so common in his time, to see the forward progress of human notion 
as an unalloyed good. He implores his readers to contemplate their own small position in 
the vast universe, in which we “do not probably see a millionth part of those bright orbs 
that are beaming light and life to unnumbered worlds.”353 For Malthus, a sense of humility 
will enable us to understand that the struggle for knowledge and moral improvement, even 
if we do not ultimately succeed, “invigorates and improves the thinking faculty.”354And in 
one of the most irksome passages to progressives of the day, Malthus even argues that “the 
general tendency of a uniform course of prosperity is rather to degrade than exalt the 
character,” suggesting that the entire project of maximizing wealth and fighting poverty was 
counterproductive to humans’ moral improvement.355  
 This neopuritan outlook, seemingly so reactionary and out of place in the 
Romantic zeitgeist, perhaps resonates more in our time, when we are so conscious of the 
necessity to live within our ecological limits. Stripped of its Christian patina, it also shares 
strong overtones with Keats’s outlook in the “Vale of Soul-Making” letter, in which sorrow 
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and sadness are integral to the formation of human character. As Keats later would, 
Malthus sees climate as the ultimate sign of humanity’s inability to master the world: 
  let us not querulously complain that all climates are not equally genial, that 
 perpetual spring does not reign throughout the year, that God’s creatures do  
not possess the same advantages, that clouds and tempests sometimes  
darken the natural world and misery the moral world.356   
 Passages like this were perfect fodder for Malthus’s progressive critics, who had 
assumed that the role of society was to ameliorate the harshness of the state of nature. 
William Hazlitt’s response was predictably and bitingly satirical, painting Malthus as novel 
in breaking with what had hitherto been a universal consensus that “wars, disease, and 
pestilence” are regrettable and that “vice in its different shapes is a thing that the world 
could do very well without, and that if it could be got rid of altogether, it would be a great 
gain.”357 For Hazlitt, as for successive generations of thinkers across the political spectrum, 
the key historical dramas are played in the theater of human history, with nature firmly in 
the background; he is suspicious of any appeal to the “laws of nature” as a rationale for 
uncritical acceptance of the status quo.358  
 To be fair, Hazlitt’s indictment of Malthus as a practical political manner in the 
specific historical context of early nineteenth-century England has a great deal of legitimacy, 
as he scalds the upper classes for their use of precious food to support their “dogs and 
horses” and “ostentatious superfluities” while opposing even rudimentary social welfare 
legislation for the poor. Malthus’s key error was to “confound the necessary limits of the 
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produce of the earth with the arbitrary and artificial distribution of that produce according 
to the institutions of society, or the caprice of individuals, the laws of God and nature with 
the laws of man.”359 Lanced by a polemicist of Hazlitt’s skill, Malthus easily becomes a 
caricature, teaching the poor writing, arithmetic, and geography “for the purpose of proving 
to them the necessity of being starved.”360 This hardened into the consensus view for the 
major Regency liberals, many of whom came from upper-class or noble backgrounds, and 
the discussion of material limits to growth, like references to environmental determinism, 
came to be associated with reactionary politics. In 1823 Thomas DeQuincey reflected the 
conventional wisdom in castigating Malthus as ignorant of fundamental concepts of political 
economy, with his essay justifying its conclusions only by “a lucky dispensation from all 
necessity of continuous logical processes.”361 John Keats, whose life circumstances certainly 
instilled in him a sense of the material limits to human happiness, was an important 
dissenter to this view, sharing more common ground with Malthus than one might imagine 
at first glance. 
 Despite the vast difference in their rhetoric and philosophical foundations, Keats 
and Malthus share a fundamental skepticism towards the Enlightenment project of 
mastering the climate, as well as a sense that the material limits on growth may actually be a 
positive spur to humans’ full moral, spiritual, and intellectual development. In Malthus’s 
work this sense is articulated in terms of conventional Christian theology, while Keats, 
never dogmatic, cannot be so easily pinned down. A full understanding of his climatic 
realism would take into consideration not only his skepticism towards American 
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colonization, but also his concrete situatedness in Regency suburban Hampstead, from 
which a new ecological poetics emerged in his mature career. 
Of the major Romantics, Keats is far from the most obviously “green.” His 
devotion to aestheticism and his natural bent towards skepticism of moralism, revealed 
truths and ideologies of all types make him more challenging for ecological critics to 
appropriate to their cause than other writers (Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley, Coleridge, for 
example) for whom nature and ecology are more clearly central. Nonetheless, I would 
suggest Keats should be understood as an ecological poet. I should perhaps first be clear 
about what I do not mean.  I am not arguing that the syntax of Keats’ writing reflects a kind 
of underlying ecological or ecocritical structure. Nor do I argue that Keats anticipated or 
shared the rhetoric, theory, or viewpoints of 20th- and 21st- century green movements. Keats 
was rarely merely a topical poet, and it is difficult to imagine him writing in the polemical 
register that Shelley, for instance, was able to reach at his most strident. Keats’s 
“ecopoetics,” I’d suggest, were not rooted in any ideological fixation, but rather in an 
understanding of the central importance of the relationship between human civilization and 
nonhuman nature, particularly as reflected in the tension between the city and a Romantic, 
idealized conception of rural or wilderness settings.  I argue that in his early writing, often 
in a tentative and self-critical or even apologetic vein, Keats was reworking the classic 
Romantic drama of consciousness onto a smaller, denser scale, yielding what I would call a 
sense of the “suburban sublime.” 
 The notion that city living adversely affects human beings’ material and spiritual 
health had, of course, become a commonplace by the time Keats was writing. Wordsworth 
had famously ascribed what he saw as the moral and intellectual degeneracy of 
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contemporary society to “the increasing accumulation of men in cities,362” finding that 
dwelling in close quarters resulted in an impoverished imagination incapable of producing 
lasting works of art or, indeed, of paying proper critical attention to them. Romantic anti-
urbanism was a culmination of more than a century’s political and scientific discourse 
deploring the impacts of city living on the human body and soul. This anti-urban strain, 
overlaid with a definite class bias, would serve as a stick with which enemies of Hunt would 
whip him and his progressive colleagues as representatives of a “Cockney school” of 
poetry.  
 A reading of Keats’s first volume suggests a significant amount of anxiety already felt 
by the poet about his urban location. Perhaps the major theme of the 1816 volume is 
Keats’s own questioning of his ability to write poetry and, indeed, the authority of anyone 
to write poetry in the modern age, as indicated by his constant and often apologetic 
references to classical and pastoral models. Unlike Shelley’s A Defence of Poetry, which 
argued strongly for the importance of poets speaking to their unique historical 
circumstances and rooted in the “spirit of the age,” for Keats, poetry is essentially timeless, 
and the material circumstances of Regency London, rendering access to the sublime 
aspects of nature sporadic and continually intermediated, are at best an obstacle to be 
overcome in the making of poetry.  
 This anti-urban bias may seem strange to us, particularly given the fascination with 
metropolitan culture, especially that of London, in present-day Romanticist studies. And 
the virtues of the city were, of course, not unnoticed, as reflected in, Wordsworth’s “urban 
pastoral” in “Composed upon Westminster Bridge,” and the account of his London 
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sojourn in the Prelude, which offers some of that poem’s liveliest and most memorable 
passages. And yet as the critic of American suburbanism Robert Fishman has noted, “deep 
within every subsequent suburban dream is a nightmare image of 18th-century London.”363 
The horrors depicted in, for instance, Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience have 
found echoes in the popular cultural imagination of urban dystopias throughout the 20th 
century. How could the London that came to be a paradigmatic example of urban dystopia 
also be the London of the famous museums and panoramas of the Regency, the city of art 
galleries and operas and public lectures, the city of William Hazlitt and Edmund Kean, and 
immortalized in music by Handel and Haydn?  
 I would argue that insisting on an urban/rural division in classifying writers of the 
period also blinds us to one of the era’s most remarkable cultural developments, the birth 
of the modern suburb. As Gillen Wood has noted in discussing Leigh Hunt’s Hampstead 
sonnets, Hunt celebrated the new suburban developments as a way of escaping the dangers 
of the city, such as crime and pollution, with a miniaturized version of country-house living, 
but with the cultural attractions still nearby and even visible on a clear day.  The “Vale of 
Health” celebrated in Hunt’s mini-community has, in Wood’s words, “entered English 
cultural mythology as the charmed birthplace of the Cockney school of poetry.” 364 Built on 
the remnants of a drained swamp, the Hampstead community embodied the 18th-century 
fascination with land “improvement” as a means of improving health. Traditionally, the 
suburbs of London and most major European cities were characterized by extreme poverty 
and filth. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, however, outside these innermost 
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suburban regions emerged villages like Hampstead that presented the modern suburban 
ideal.  
 In the 21st century it may seem paradoxical to think of the suburbs as idyllic or in 
any way “green.” American suburbia in particular has been vilified as the root of a range of 
environmental, social, and even spiritual sins.  Although more Americans live in suburbs 
and exurbs than in either cities or rural areas, there remains a pronounced tendency to 
dismiss them as cultural wastelands in which people live increasingly atomized lives—in 
which, in Robert Putnam’s famous phrase, they are “bowling alone.” The car-centered 
development and inefficient land use of most American suburbs, together with their 
relative lack of public green space, make them as well a prime culprit in the energy and 
climate crises. 
 To think of green suburbia requires us to think historically instead of 
anachronistically applying our present-day conception of suburbs to the Romantic area.  As 
Wood argues, Hampstead represents an alternative vision of the suburbs, one more similar 
to established, walkable, inner-ring suburbs and a vision that surprisingly anticipates the 
discourse of “New Urbanism” that came to prominence in American regional planning in 
the 1980s. New Urbanism offered a medium-density alternative to both traditional city 
living and the modern suburb, emphasizing single-family dwellings but on a more 
reasonable scale, with more transit-friendly residential neighborhoods and more amenities 
within walking distance of those neighborhoods. Recognizing that not every one is able to 
or wants to move to high-density areas like Manhattan, New Urbanism tries to offer some 
of the personal and public policy benefits of city life while retaining the most positive 
attributes of suburbia.  The Hunt circle’s colony in Hampstead provided just such a setting. 
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 The Hunt circle, no less than the projects of Birkbeck and other enterprising 
developers in America, was an experiment in cultural and ecological improvement. For 
Keats, I would argue one key difference between these two projects is in their level of social 
engagement. George Keats’s striking off for a new world and abandoning the bounds of 
nation, community, and kin became associated with John with isolation in the “Wilds of 
America.” Hampstead, however, retained a crucial link to urban culture, providing a 
nourishing, supportive artistic community and remaining close to the museums, libraries, 
theatres, and concert halls of the great city.  
 Keats, however, often tended himself to identify the city itself with pain and longing 
and to extol the virtues of open, natural places. In “To One Who Has Been Long in City 
Pent,” he compares the city to a prison; upon escaping the city, one finds it “very sweet to 
look into the fair/And open face of heaven,” full of its “blue firmament.”365 In his idealized 
rural repose, the speaker relaxes reading, listening to the song of the nightingale 
(“[c]atching the notes of Philamel”) and cloud-gazing (“[w]atching the sailing cloudlet’s 
bright career”).366 It is worth noting, however, that when Keats wrote these lines, he was not 
in some pastoral landscape of rolling hills, or in the Lake District with majestic mountains 
as his backdrop. Rather, he was in suburban Hampstead, five miles from the heart of 
London. The literary circle that gathered around Hampstead Health celebrated its 
proximity to the cultural attractions of the city, but also the lower-density living and clean 
air. In celebrating the virtues of their suburban space, the Hunt circle in Hampstead 
expanded the sense of “nature” that could give rise to great poetry and began to challenge 
the city/country binary.   




 In the Romantic period, suburban spaces like Hampstead offered alternative design 
possibilities to both the intensely urban environment of Georgian London and the pleasure 
gardens of the rural land improvers.  Here, I follow Ashton Nichols in rejecting the 
county/city dichotomy as a paradigm for ecocriticism. The binary between country and city 
has been central to the British cultural imagination, and to our reading of British literature 
and culture of the last 200 years. In a classic study, Raymond Williams identified the 
shifting relationship of these two civilizational archetypes (while admitting a great deal of 
diversity within the two categories) as a key to understanding British culture, particularly in 
light of the “highly developed agrarian capitalism” which swiftly took rise upon the 
Industrial Revolution and which displaced the “traditional peasantry.”367 However, following 
the country-city paradigm can obscure as well as reveal, particularly with regard to the 
Georgian period. As Nichols points out in coining the term “urbanature,” there is still a 
great deal of  “nature” in the city, and the country, even at its most seemingly wild, has long 
been shaped by human cultivation and influence.368 The British Romantic period in 
particular saw a blurring of such spaces, with a number of attempts to artificially replicate 
the most sublime natural landscapes, such as the forking paths, “polychronic and 
polyspatial labyrinth,” and “romantic ravines” of William Beckford’s famed pleasure 
garden at Fonthill Abbey.369  
As an example of such a mixed environment, Hampstead became a locus for a 
progressive, intellectual circle of writers. Leigh Hunt was, of course, the focal point, but a 
number of the great writers of the age spent significant time in Hampstead, among them 
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Coleridge, Keats, the Shelleys, and Joanna Baillie. Its uncertain cultural status—neither 
within the city nor entirely outside it—spoke to the estrangement of the Hunt circle, 
stigmatized as the “Cockney school” by reactionary writers, but it also paradoxically opened 
up a space for a new freedom of expression resisting the country-city binary. The Hunt 
circle tended to celebrate their connection to the city, referring to themselves as 
“metropolitan poets” and tending to see “urban life as the ground for a contemporary 
urbanity and liberalism” in contrast to the “Burkean embrace of nature as an anchor for 
conservative politics” embraced by the aging and increasingly conservative Lake poets.370 
As Gillen Wood has demonstrated, the settlement of Hampstead was something of 
an experiment in environmental public health, motivated by decades of medical treatises 
and literature celebrating the village’s clean air in contrast to the smoke and fog of 
London.371 Just a few decades before Hunt’s arrival, the “Vale of Health” on Hampstead 
Heath had been a “malarial swamp long known as Hatches’ Bottom,” drained in 1777 and 
creatively renamed by an enterprising real estate developer.372  In his sonnets and in the 
Preface to his volume Foliage, Hunt offered up Hampstead as a test case in environmental 
reform and in counteracting the climatic determinism that condemned the English to 
“melancholy endemic” and “damp and drizzle.”373 In the focus on improving climate at a 
very finely granulated level, Hunt appears to have been thinking along the same lines as the 
meteorologist Luke Howard, who by the late 1810s would be analyzing microclimates and 
outlining the concept of the urban heat island effect, noting the ability of human bodies, 
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buildings, and coal fires to capture heat during the winter.374 No less than the American 
colonies, Hampstead was an attempt to put eighteenth-century theories of climatic 
improvement into action on a small scale. This environmental experimentalism provided a 
fitting setting for the bohemian circle gathering around Hunt, which “offered itself as an 
ideological vanguard, using its varied cultural practices to call into question cultural and 
institutional power” in the reactionary political climate of the Regency.375 
 The Lake-Cockney binary was always a problematic one, in part because one of the 
residents of Hampstead Heath during the Hunt circle’s years in residence was none other 
than Samuel Taylor Coleridge.376 Moreover, the resonances between Hampstead and the 
aborted Pantioscratic commune proposed by the younger Coleridge and Southey are 
striking, with one major difference being that the earlier project was if anything much more 
politically radical. Much like contemporary “red” and “blue” America, the poles of this 
binary became conventional cultural signifiers, mutually agreed terms of political 
engagement rather than actual descriptions of lived places. However, the slipperiness of the 
Lake-Cockney division created possibilities for Keats, in particular, to experiment with new 
forms and topics in his verse. 
  The connection to the green spaces opened up by lower-density living may have 
offered Keats a way out of the dilemma that runs throughout his first volume, of 
authorizing a poetic voice constrained by and pent up in the “dark city.” The early poem “I 
Stood Tip-Toe Upon a Little Hill” perfectly expresses this anxiety about the pretensions of 
an East End boy to poetic greatness, long before the philistines of Edinburgh turned their 
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rhetorical knives on him. The poem begins with a nod to the poet’s humble surroundings. 
His location is not the Matterhorn or Mount Blanc, landscapes that have become 
synonymous with the Romantic imagination through works such as Caspar David 
Freidrich’s iconic Wanderer Above a Sea of Fog.  Nor is it one of the sublime vistas of the 
Lake District or highland Scotland. Instead, Keats chooses for his opening salvo a much 
more modest pedestal, a “little hill” such as could be found in any town or suburb. 
Conscious of his own humility, however (and perhaps with an inside joke referring to 
Keats’s own diminutive physical stature), the poet stretches high height to the maximum, 
standing tip-toe in an effort to enhance his poetic stature and reach the higher ground. 
Instead of the vatic role of the poet speaking from the mountaintop, Keats suggests his 
position will be closer to earth, implicitly contrasting himself with the great poet Endymion 
who “stood on Latmus’ top.”377 
 “I Stood Tip-Toe” is one of the major poems of Keats’s first volume, both in length 
and thematic significance, as well as one of the last written. In some ways it functions almost 
as a poetic manifesto or justification for the poet’s aims as he is bidding to make a quantum 
leap into the first rank of English poets. Written in gently rhyming couplets, it is primarily a 
landscape piece intertwined with references to the Greek mythology that would so saturate 
Keats’s oeuvre. The comparison throughout the poem between the landscape of Greece, 
peopled by gods, myths, and heroes, and that of England in the spring, serves to validate 
the British claim to the high cultural status of the classical world. For Keats, the emphasis 
throughout the poem is on the softness of “Nature’s gentle doings,” in features such as the 
“gentle flush” of sweet peas, a stream that sends “[n]ot the minutest whisper,” and the “soft 
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rustle” and “light music” of the dandelion.378 Keats closes with a question that seems 
explicitly to reference the Endymion of his imagination, but implicitly addresses Keats’s 
own poetic anxieties: “Was there a Poet born?—but now no more,/My wand’ring spirit 
must no further soar.”379 I would argue that the question, adopting Keats’s typically 
interrogatory posture, expresses Keats’s own doubts about the ability of an urban or 
suburban English locale to nurture and promote a poet of the first order. The very 
existence of the poem provides, however, a performative argument for a poet’s ability to 
flourish in such an environment, as do the rest of the 1817 Poems.  Sadly, Keats’s attempt 
to pre-empt this line of critique did not prevent Leigh Hunt’s reactionary antagonists from 
using him as a punching bag in their assaults on the “Cockney School.” 
 A number of the “great odes” of 1819 touch on concerns of climate, filtered 
through the poet’s suburban location, his experience of post-Tambora climate, and his 
knowledge of his brother’s involvement in the American project. The most endlessly 
discussed of any of Keats’s poems and one of the most intensely scrutinized works in 
English literature, “Ode on a Grecian Urn” is not primarily read as a meditation of the 
physical environment, but hints of Keats’s climatic pessimism can be traced throughout. 
Images of an idealized, verdant springtime predominate in the first two stanzas: the urn is a 
“[s]ylvan historian,” expressing a “flowery tale” and “leaf-fringed legend,” perhaps of 
Greek’s beautiful “vales of Arcady.”380 The “[f]air youth” pursuing a young maiden runs 
among trees that “nor ever can…be bare,” enjoying a moment in which it is forever 
springtime and in which love is forever new. Developing this theme, the third stanza of 
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“Ode on a Grecian Urn” expresses a longing for the ideal of a world without seasonal 
variation: the trees on the urn sport “happy, happy boughs!/that cannot shed/Your leaves, 
nor ever bid the Spring adieu.”381 Unlike Shelley’s imagined climatic utopia in Queen Mab, 
however, Keats realizes that such an ideal is only realizable in the realm of art, where the 
characters depicted on the urn are frozen forever at a moment of maximum emotional 
intensity.  
 As the poem progresses towards its famously ambiguous conclusion, the poet’s 
relationship towards this aestheticized ideal becomes more complex as well. The fourth 
stanza hints at the urn’s emptiness, precisely because of its absence of authentic human 
emotion and connection. On the beautiful springtime morning, a town is emptied for a 
religious sacrifice, but what is left are “silent streets” without a “soul to tell/Why thou [the 
town] art desolate.”382 These lines provide a minor-key counterpoint to the first three 
stanzas, highlighting the real sterility of the idealized world of the urn.  
In the poem’s concluding stanza, Keats underscores the urn’s absence of human 
warmth with a blunt exclamation: it is a “Cold Pastoral,” whose role is to “tease us out of 
thought,” by stupefying the calculating rational intellect, in the manner of a Zen koan.383 
The urn is apostrophized as a “friend to man,” who will provide comfort in “midst of other 
woe/Than ours.”384 In these lines woe, however defined, is an inescapable precondition for 
the human experience, as Keats argued in the “vale of soul-making” letter.” The poem 
suggests that the longing for an ideal world free of variation, contingency, and death is 
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ultimately an unsatisfying exercise in escapism, as well as a denial of our agency and 
humanity.  
Ashton Nichols has pointed to the contrast between the lifelessness of the 
“beautiful and long-lasting” but lifeless aesthetic ideal of “Grecian Urn,” on the one hand, 
and the “[o]rganic life” celebrated in another of the 1819 great odes, “Ode to a 
Nightingale.”385 In both poems the poet seeks an external object or referent to help 
transcend the limits of his own circumstances, but in “Nightingale” the vehicle is a living 
thing, even as Keats uses the nightingale to create a sense of eternity by establishing a link 
through the nightingale’s song to much earlier periods in history. “Ode to a Nightingale” is 
rich in pastoral imagery, but its actual setting is distinctly suburban, or “urbanatural” to use 
Nichols’s coinage to describe natural spaces mediated by human intervention. Keats wrote 
the ode, Nichols points out, not “in any rustic wilderness” but “in the back garden of a 
house called Wentworth Place” on the southern side of Hampstead Heath, “two miles 
from the Marble Arch at Hyde Park, on the outskirts of the largest conurbation on the 
planet in 1819.”386 In Nichols’ reading, the melancholy feel of “Ode to a Nightingale,” 
including the speaker’s apparent death-wish, contains “nothing sentimental here, nothing 
overstated, or hyperbolic,” but merely a stoic recognition of the role that death and decay 
play in the natural system.387 The understanding that the poet is part of a much smaller 
whole, and his ability to connect even for a short period of time to another living thing, 
provides adequate comfort to justify the fact of human mortality.  Keats’s nightingale 
enables him to transcend the limits of geography and climate. Early in the poem, he longs 
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for the Mediterranean sun, for the “country green,” “Provencal song, and “sunburnt mirth” 
of the “warm South.”388 The nightingale serves as a sign of irrepressible nature, surviving in 
all climates and throughout all time periods; the poet imagines that the song he hears in 
Hampstead Heath is the same song heard by the Biblical Ruth “amid the alien corn.”389 By 
signifying the triumph of life over the contingencies of climate and geography, the 
nightingale claims victory over mortality and the “weariness, the fever, and the fret” of the 
embodied world.390 The apparent permanence of the nightingale provides the poet comfort 
through a vicarious hedge against the change and death inherent in the natural world and 
signified in climatic variability.  
Climate and, especially the prospect of climatic decline, was very much on Keats’s 
mind in the years following Tambora.  Images of climatic devastation predominate in 
Keats’s “Hyperion” fragments, the most ambitious effort of the poet’s late years. The first 
version, Hyperion, was published (with an apology for its incompleteness and without the 
poet’s permission) in the 1820 Lamia volume, Keats’s last published book, in a decision 
that, despite its defiance of the author’s intentions, was “motivated by a desire for Keats’s 
success and good reputation” and did, in fact, help secure the poet’s early reputation.391 
Keats’s second attempt, titled The Fall of Hyperion, was only published decades after his 
death. The two incomplete epics retell the Greek myth of the Olympian rebellion against 
the Titans from the perspective of the defeated Titans. Written only a few years after 
Waterloo ended the Napoleonic Wars and restored Europe’s balance of power, the poems 
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naturally invite political interpretation; however, an ecologically attuned reading suggests 
overtones of the climate of the late 1810s as well.  
As Hyperion opens following the overthrow of the Titans, the defeated Saturn 
awakens to a climate and atmosphere that, as in Shelley’s Last Man, is robbed of life-
sustaining properties. In his remote vale, “[n]o stir of air was there,/Not so much life as on 
a summer’s day.”392 With the “lucent empire” of the Titans lost, all that remains is 
“darkness, death, and darkness,” a site of ecological catastrophe where in “Phantoms pale,” 
“horrible and cold”, call forth a “mist, as from a scummy marsh.”393 At points in Saturn’s 
lengthy discourse, he seems to be speaking directly about the debased, post-Tambora 
climate of the late 1810s: 
  As fire with air loud warring when rain-floods 
  Drown both, and press them both against earth’s face, 
  Where, finding sulphur, a quadruple wrath 
  Unhinges the poor world.394  
In its description of ecological collapse no less than in its political overtones, Hyperion is 
something of a dirge for the chastened hopes of the Godwinian progressives, articulating 
what Marilyn Butler calls a “necessitarian truth, that life is change and must embrace 
change in all its forms, including defeat and death.”395 
While climatic concerns lie beneath the surface of a number of the 1819 odes, 
Keats’s most sustained engagement with climate takes place in “To Autumn,” which has 
received a tremendous amount of ecocritical and historicist attention in the last three 
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decades. In the perfection of its structure, and the nearly complete absence of an explicit 
authorial presence, “To Autumn” perhaps comes closest of any of the odes to Keats’s ideal 
of the “Chameleon poet” who withholds all judgment from the world he describes. 
Generations of readers saw the poem as primarily an exercise in landscape imagery and in 
exploring the sensuous possibilities of language, in the poet and critic Allen Tate’s words, 
as a “very nearly perfect piece of style [that] has little to say.”396 On the surface, its questions 
are more rhetorical in nature than those in those interrogative masterpieces “Nightingale” 
and “Grecian Urn.”  Yet time has shown that, like the poet’s inscrutable Grecian urn (and 
the poem which takes it as a subject), “To Autumn” says many different things to different 
readers, passing along its questions and contradictions to those who approach it.  
On the basic level, the poem offers no “subjective perspective” but instead “takes 
an ordinary day in a September field in rural England, and… gives that day back to his 
readers.”397 Setting in the poem in its concrete climatic-historical circumstances, however, 
allows us to see that that, in terms of the 1810s’ climate, the day described in “To Autumn” 
was not “ordinary” at all. The poet penned “To Autumn” in the fall of 1819, after a 
“merciful return to seasonal conditions” following a series of cold years, due in part to the 
generally cool “background climate conditions” of the 1810s, one of the extreme decades 
of the Little Ice Age, and in part due to the additional climatic disruptions following the 
Tambora eruption.398 The resulting improved crop yields throughout Europe resulted in 
economic dislocation for some but prosperity for many others, and the sense of joy at the 
return of a temperate autumn in the poem is palpable. Writing to John Hamilton Reynolds 
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in September 1819, Keats described the circumstances of the poem’s composition and 
noted that 
 How beautiful the season is now—How fine the air. A Temperate sharpness 
 about it. Really, without joking, chaste weather—Dian skies—I never liked  
 stubble fields so much as now—Aye better than the chilly green of the  
 spring. Somehow a stubble plain looks warm.”399  
At one level, the poem celebrates the cycle of the seasons, justifying the role of autumn in 
the agricultural year and achieving a “unifying and synthetic view of natural process, even in 
light of death and the recognition of decay.”400 Ashton Nichols therefore reads the poem as 
a celebration of “cyclical life,” describing a natural scheme whose “processes are self-
sustained and self-sustaining.”401 Beneath its comfortably pastoral form, however, “To 
Autumn” is the celebration of one particular autumn, and it actually points to anxieties 
about the irregularity of the climate system, which can improve or degenerate.  
 In one classic reading of “To Autumn,” before Romantic ecocriticism had become 
a recognizable subgenre, Geoffrey Hartman emphasized climate’s centrality in the poem: 
“Climate is important. It ripens wits as well as fruits…[t]he higher temperature and higher 
style of the other odes are purged away: we have entered a temperate zone.”402 Hartman’s 
profoundly subtle reading, despite its many other strengths, understood that climate in 
metaphorical terms; the rich harvest of the nature world primarily provides an opportunity 
for the poet to reach a Hegelian, transcendent epiphany overcoming the dialectic of 
history. In an early piece of new historicist criticism, McGann challenged Hartman’s 
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reading for limiting the poem to an “elaborately structured poetic artiface” purely in terms 
of the poet’s own “artificially constructed fantasy.”403 McGann tends to see the poem as an 
evasion of its historical circumstances rather than an engagement with them. “To Autumn” 
for McGann is not really about “any autumn, or autumn in general,” but is really an 
attempt to prove the supremacy of imaginative art over “any of the more practical sciences 
of the artificial.”404  
For McGann, “To Autumn” evades concrete social and economic tensions 
associated with industrialization to give us a sort of idealized “autumn of the mind,” an 
“autumn of perfect harvests and luxurious agricultural abundance” recognizable to 
urbanized audiences, even by 1819, only through the medium of art.405 While McGann 
took note of the significant improvement in agricultural production in the 1819 harvest, 
that fact doesn’t shape his reading, whose focus is decidedly social rather than ecological. 
For such a reading, the actual content of any Keats poem—a nightingale, an urn, an 
idealized autumn—is less important than the common thread of an evasion of sociopolitical 
reality.  
Yet real climate—not just abstract, idealized climate—was definitely on Keats’s mind 
at the time he was writing; as Paul Fry points out, Keats, beginning to suffer from a 
climatically influenced disease, was concerned with a “rebellious sore throat,” and his 
letters reflect an obsession with “avoiding damp climates.”406 To Fry, the towering theme of 
“To Autumn” is death itself, including the poet’s own impending death, rather than an 
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“evasion of social violence.”407 There is no need to belabor the point that the end of Keats’s 
life saw him desperately seeking a warmer climate in hope of fighting the disease that had 
already claimed his brother and that, as a trained physician, he understood very well. Fry’s 
insight points out a common tendency of the first generation of new historicist readings to 
see anything not explicitly political as an erasure of Peterloo or the Champs de Mars, as if 
nothing else were going on, a predisposition that calls to mind W.H. Auden’s observation 
that “suffering…takes place while someone else is eating or opening a window or just 
walking dully along.”408 
 Just as McGann’s new historicist reading reacted against the received formalist 
interpretation of the poem, later ecologically minded critics created their own “To 
Autumn” in response. Drawing on the work of Bruno Latour and Michel Serres, Jonathan 
Bate argued that McGann’s “Cold War” reading was premised on a separation between the 
natural world and human agency, and presupposed a historiographical framework in which 
human activity is most important: the “vicissitudes of culture” versus the “constancy of 
nature.”409 As Max Oeschlaeger has observed, “[m]odern human beings think of 
themselves” in the industrial age” as existing without natural limits.410  For a “Global 
Warming criticism” such as that Bate proposes, however, nature’s constancy is revealed as 
illusory, and “[w]eather is the primary sign of [nature’s] mutability.”411 The Marxian Cold 
War critics saw nature as an undramatic background for the real theater of social, 
economic, and political struggle. New historicist criticism, seeking to expose the blind spots 
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of the Romantic ideology, had blind spots of its own, which an ecohistorical approach can 
begin to redress. Focusing on the links between the natural and the human allows us to see, 
Bate argues, that the poem is not an “escapist fantasy which turns its back on the ruptures 
of Regency culture…but a meditation on how human culture can only function through 
links and reciprocal relations with nature,” about “social and environmental networks” that 
provide much needed warmth and stability.412  
 As this brief survey demonstrates, “To Autumn’s” very lack of express meaning has 
opened it to a wide variety of interpretations, perhaps reflecting the orientation and 
interests of the respective critics as Keats himself.  To Jonathan Bate’s excellent account, 
one of the earliest and best ecohistorical readings of Romantic poetry, I would add a sense 
of Keats’s climatic fatalism, as developed in the vale of soul-making letter. While the 
overall mood of the poem seems positive, rich with abundant detail and lush description, 
the possibility that 1819’s good harvest might be a temporary aberration rather than a 
return to warmth and normalcy, and that climate might be sliding off the Buffonian 
precipice hang over the poem as well. The “songs of spring” have their place, but Keats’s 
focus on making the case for the charms of autumn speaks to the period’s climatic 
continuing anxieties.413 The late summertime produces a harvest almost too abundant to be 
contained, with the characteristically Keatsian sense of sweetness overflowing its 
boundaries:  fruit filled with “ripeness to the core,” “plump[ed] hazel shells” and “swell[ed] 
gourds.”414  
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The imagery of oversaturated abundance, of a bounty almost too large to be 
sustained, suggests the possibility that in fact the abundance of 1819 is precarious, and will 
ultimately be unsustainable. The belief that climate will always be with us, the faith in the 
cyclical processes of nature that Bate challenged as unrealistic, could simply be the 
overconfidence of a society enjoying a transitory moment in the sun, drugged and 
“[d]rows’d with the fume of poppies,” like bees who mistakenly think “warm days will 
never cease/For summer has o’erbrimmed their clammy cells.”415 As Helen Vendler 
pointed out in a meticulous formalist analysis of the poem, Keats’s choice of “verbs 
representing the actions of autumn” are words which, “if allowed to progress, have a natural 
terminus: loading ends in overloading, bending ends in breaking, filling ends in 
overflowing, swelling ends in bursting, plumping ends in spitting.”416 In a final nod towards 
the inextricable links between the human and the natural, the concentration of these verbs 
suggests that the orderly, synthetic whole the poem offers works only because human 
management harvests its produce in time, holding natural processes in check.  
 Maintaining the harmony of this system, then, depends upon sound and 
responsible cultivation. Of course, unlike bees, we do have an intellectual understanding of 
the processes of nature, but that understanding often does not translate into prudent 
judgment. Keats’s contemporaries increasingly sensed that climatic patterns were not an 
eternally recurring cycle but possessed contingency and history, a history that human 
activity may have a sense in shaping, but had not yet thought through the full implications 
of that awareness, which would require a social, political, economic, and ecological 
accounting. 
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 The inescapability of climate provided a melancholy coda to Keats’s life as well as 
his work, as the poet succumbed over the last year of his life to the same environmentally 
sensitive disease that had claimed his brother. His experience nursing Tom through his 
illness and his training as a resident at Guy’s Hospital made the signs of the last stages of 
tuberculosis, the suffocation and the coughing of arterial blood, inescapable to the dying 
poet.417 Like Byron and Shelley, Keats left the dismal English climate behind for 
Mediterranean warmth; unlike them, however, his final pilgrimage was a matter of medical 
necessity. The misery of his final illness did not merely put a grotesquely premature end to 
the most brilliant career in English poetry; as well, it serves as a grim reminder of the 
finality of those material limits to human ambition that comprise the “vale of soul-making.”   
 Throughout his work, Keats cultivated a set of moral and aesthetic commitments 
that emphasize acceptance and coexistence, rather than a will to mastery over the world. 
This is no less true in his discussion of weather, as he rejects the feasibility of attempts to 
engineer the climate and ultimately concludes that humans’ precarious relationship to the 
climate system is part of our existential “vale of soul-making.” Turning now to the credo set 
forth in Keats’s most famous letter, I will now try to sketch what a Keatsian approach to 
climate could look like, and how we could draw upon such an approach in facing our own 
climatic vale of soul-making. In late 1817, writing to his brothers George and Tom, Keats 
singles out Shakespeare’s “negative capability” as the highest level of aesthetic achievement, 
criticizing the “irritable searching after fact and reason” that causes some writers not to be 
content with “half-knowledge.”418 Against the systematic designs of German Enlightenment 
philosophy, Keats’s literary theory is more Englishly pragmatic and (in the Burkean sense) 
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conservative, extolling the virtues of a creative mind that is “capable of being in 
uncertainties, Mysteries, [and] doubts.”419 
 In “Ode to a Nightingale,” a poem dominated by a mode of ambiguity and what 
Susan Wolfson has called the “interrogative mode,” the poet writes that he has lost a sense 
of the ground underneath him: “I cannot see what flowers are at my feet,” in a perfect 
metaphor for this approach to artistic creativity.420 Negative capability has become a rallying 
cry, to the point that ironically Keats’s skeptical posture has been taken by some as a credo. 
As David Simpson has argued, Keats’s “interest in the positive applications of imprecision, 
and his apparent commitment to an ethic of tolerant uncertainty, have been canonized as 
the incarnation of a normative Romantic aesthetic,” resulting in a “fastidious agnosticism” 
that rejects the “deficiencies of both extremes” (of Enlightenment optimism and of self-
critical “passiveness”) but also holds that any “comforting compromise” between the two is 
impossible.421 Undoubtedly, the concept of negative capability is difficult to pin down—
among other reasons because Keats, unlike Wordsworth, Shelley, and Coleridge, 
produced his significant critical and theoretical writings in private letters rather than in 
public manifestoes.  
In articulating a theory of “negative capability,” Keats was drawing on scientific 
concepts as much as on aesthetic and philosophical ideas. The ability to take action in a 
position of anxiety and doubt, to weigh risks and benefits from a space of imperfect 
knowledge and in times of challenge and even crisis, and to deal with the complexity of the 
world as we know it rather than we imagine it, are all characteristic trademarks of a 
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successful physician. Keats’s training as a doctor, a career path he ultimately rejected in 
favor of poetry after years of soul-searching, is likely operative here. The messy, inductive, 
and intensely empirical nature of medicine, in contrast to purer sciences like mathematics, 
physics, or chemistry, demands the cultivation of something like negative capability as part 
of professional training. Also, as Hermione de Almeida argues, Keats’s invocation of 
“negative capability” emerges in the context of a variety of scientific discourses and 
practices that emphasize the idea of “negative or latent power”: the electrochemistry of 
Priestley, medical theories of “pharmaceuticals” as “negative absorbents of excess energy,” 
and the “negative agency of geological formation in the development of creature and 
climate.”422 Pressed just a bit further, negative capability starts to look something like the 
scientific method: responding to the complexities of the material world through 
experimentation and observation rather than trying to impose logical axioms upon it. 
Now that the academic “theory wars” that motivated Simpson’s critique seem to 
have subsided, perhaps because a general assault on the university and the humanities has 
forced a temporary truce among the different camps, it may be easier to retrieve the utility 
of Keats’s negative capability without shoehorning him into one or another of the various 
postmodern positions. The ability to be comfortable hanging out in doubt, the ecocritic 
Kate Rigby suggests, can help us to live ecologically sensitive lives in an era of climate 
change and environmental destruction: “the challenge is not to flee to the country but to 
reinhabit the world as it is given to us…[living] amidst the elemental, the uninhabitable, and 
the incomprehensible.”423 A Keats magically transported to the 21st century, and concerned 
with our climatic dilemma, might well come to a conclusion similar to Timothy Morton: 
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instead of seeking the ideological green perfection of the “beautiful soul,” or “positing a 
nondualistic pot of gold at the end of rainbow, we could hang out in what feels like 
dualism.”424  Surveying the climatic challenges we face, we could embrace our fallenness, or 
precariousness, and our vulnerability in a crisis largely of our own making, but doing so 
would also involve, Morton argues, “admit[ting] that we have a choice…holding our mind 
open for the absolutely unknown that is to come.”425 Our own climate emergency, a dark 
green Romanticism would suggest, may be our own civilizational, existential vale of soul-
making.  
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Chapter Five: 
“One Vast Eye”:  Ruskin, Meteorology,  
and the Victorian Imperial Imagination  
 
 In the popular imagination, depictions of the weather over Victorian England are 
likely to come from a few sources, such as the desolate moors of the Brontës’ work or the 
twilight fog of Dracula, Jack the Ripper, and Jekyll and Hyde. Fog, coolness, darkness, and 
a pervasive drizzle are the essential attributes. Perhaps no writer captures this cultural 
memory as much as Charles Dickens, whose portrayal of English weather was shaped by 
his coming of age during the Regency period. The climax of the Little Ice Age, coupled 
with the global climate disturbance of Tambora, resulted in unusually cold and wet weather 
for England and London during the 1810s. The recurrent imagery of cold, and the 
frequent idealized depictions of white Christmases in Dickens’s work (a relatively rare 
phenomenon in his adult lifetime) reflect the greatest Victorian novelist’s youth at this 
critical climatic juncture. The London of Dickens’s novels is generally cold, wet, and foggy, 
but equally importantly, it is saturated with urban air pollution.  
 Bleak House begins with one of the most famous atmospheric depictions in all of 
Literature: London’s “[i]mplacable November weather,” characterized by a “soft black 
drizzle,” with flakes of soot in it as big as full-grown snow-flakes—gone into mourning, one 
might imagine, for the death of the sun.”426 It is all-encompassing and inescapable: 
Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green airs and 
meadows;  
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Fog down the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping, and 
the waterside pollutions of a great and dirty city. Fog in the eyes and throats 
of ancient Greenwich pensioners.427 
Later, the young governess with the climatically telling last name of Esther Summerson, 
who narrates much of the novel, describes the frosty approach to carriage by London: “the 
fields all smooth and white with last night’s snow; and the sun, so red but yielding so little 
heat; and the ice, dark like metal, where the skaters and sliders had brushed the snow 
away.”428 Upon reaching the city, however, the narrator is confronted with a completely new 
atmospheric phenomenon: the “dirtiest and darkest streets that were ever seen in the 
world,” which were “so full of dense brown smoke that scarcely anything was to be seen.”429 
The phenomenon, she is informed, has a name attesting to its being the unique 
provenance of the imperial capital: the “London particular.” The fog hangs over Dickens’s 
most ambitious novel like an additional character, echoing the suffocating and oppressive 
legal and bureaucratic apparatus that Dickens satirizes so astutely. It seems to have a 
physical center, corresponding to the heart of the legal system: the “Lord High 
Chancellor,” we are told, sits in the “midst of the mud and at the heart of the fog.”430 The 
fog is depicted as a colonizing presence with “back settlements,” ever expanding, with the 
entire globe a “deadened world” whose “growth is sometimes unhealthy for want of air.”431  
 Dickens’s famous “London particular” reflects continuing anxieties about the 
weather and the quality of English air, and especially the air of its cities, into the mid-







nineteenth century, which coincided with developments in the understanding of the 
weather. Advances in meteorology were crucial to the territorial expansion and economic 
growth of Victorian England, with both the Royal Navy and the merchant marine system 
heavily dependent on reliable and quickly transmitted information about weather across 
the globe. At the same time, Victorian discussions of climate and atmosphere often suggest 
a narrative of decline, sensing a rottenness at the imperial core at the very moment that the 
Empire seemed at its strongest.  
 Victorian culture assumed that the weather was a fundamental influence upon of 
human civilization—an assumption that underlay most meteorological discourse in the 
nineteenth century.  “Man may with propriety be said to be a meteorologist by nature,” 
proclaims the opening of the third (1844) edition of John Frederick Daniell's Essays and 
Observations, an early attempt at a systematic textbook for the emerging science of 
meteorology.432 The daily labors of the sailor, the shepherd, and the farmer, Daniell 
explains, are governed by weather phenomena, so that everyday observation has “endued 
the most illiterate with a certain degree of prescience of some of its most capricious 
alterations.”433  Despite this universal attention to weather, Daniell observes that 
meteorology “had lately made but little progress,” due not to the lack of individual 
discoveries but to the failure to synthesize those discoveries into a coherent theory, as 
meteorology's sister sciences had done.434 The steady development of meteorological 
instrumentation and the meticulous accumulation of weather data that had characterized 
the eighteenth century had not yet managed to raise meteorology to the level of prestige, 
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public support, or financial investment enjoyed by the “purer” sciences of physics, 
chemistry, and biology. Uncertain of its epistemological foundations and holding only a 
tentative claim to cultural authority, meteorology still had a great deal of catching up to do. 
 Paradoxically, the very universality of interest in and knowledge about the weather 
became an obstacle to meteorology's public acceptance. While other sciences seemed to 
demand a high degree of theoretical expertise and training, everyone had a theory about 
the weather; as Samuel Johnson noted, “when two Englishmen meet, their first talk is of the 
weather; they are in haste to tell each other, what each must already know.”435 Anecdotal 
opinions about changes in climate are notoriously unreliable. Well into the nineteenth 
century, scientists seeking to understand the earth's weather through meticulous empirical 
observation competed for public favor with popular almanacs, weather prophets, and 
“astro-meteorologists” who claimed to be able to predict the weather based upon the 
movement of the stars. This crisis of scientific authority was resolved by demonstrating 
meteorology's utility for the expanding British imperial state of the early nineteenth century.  
For an insular nation whose economic and political fortunes were tied to its navy and 
merchant marine, the knowledge of weather became indispensible, and meteorologists 
became key technocrats of the growing empire. As a youthful John Ruskin predicted in 
1839, surveillance of the weather enabled a God's-eye view over the entire planet, 
effectively serving as an analogue for the Empire's aspiration to global political and 
commercial domination. Meteorology, which Romantic-period scientists had seen as a 
means to develop a sense of cosmopolitanism and political interdependence, became by 
mid-century a key component of the Victorian network of imperial administration.  
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 Eighteenth-century British culture had been marked by an intense, sustained 
interest in the weather across social classes. The early modern study of the weather, as 
Vladimir Jankovic demonstrates, built on classical, Aristotelian models of weather to focus 
on discrete, extreme weather events.436 Over the course of the eighteenth century, this 
paradigm generally (although not completely) yielded to a view emphasizing the order and 
regularity of the weather.437 Increasingly, ordinary British citizens owned meteorological 
instruments such as thermometers and barometers and maintained daily weather journals. 
By 1800, “basic meteorological instruments and the basic set of dynamic equations” of 
modern meteorology were already in place, lacking only the “keystone” of the science of 
thermodynamics, which developed in the nineteenth century and culminated in the early 
twentieth-century work of the Norwegian physicist Vilhelm Bjerknes.438 The steady 
accumulation of weather data over time painted a picture of British weather as 
“unpredictable in the short term but moderate overall, capable of sometimes quite rapid 
changes but rarely veering to extremes.”439 As the idea of the British nation began to take 
hold, British people came to see their quirky but temperate climate as a key component of 
the national character: adaptable, pragmatic, and stubbornly independent.  
 By the beginning of the nineteenth century, aided by new discoveries in chemistry 
and electrical physics, weather phenomena increasingly came to be seen as part of a 
complex, global system, rather than locally rooted--as “something that passed from one 
region to another, moving over local and national borders.”440 The weather came to serve as 
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a physical sign of the political and commercial interdependence of the modern world, 
while international co-operation would become necessary to fully understand weather 
patterns on a global scale.  In the early 1780s, two major transnational projects were 
underway, with the goal of using weather observations over an expansive geographical grid 
to create a synoptic, or birds'-eye, picture of weather over a large regional scale.  The 
Rhineland Palatinate and the French Societe Royale de Medicine each sponsored networks 
of over 50 observatories, encompassing Europe, Asia, and North America, although both 
networks came to an end with the French Revolution.441 
 Britain lagged behind its continental rivals in large-scale meteorological data 
collection. But in 1787 the meteorologist Richard Kirwan attempted a global map of 
temperature averages, in a work that combined theory with empirical observation.  Kirwan's 
treatise opens with a bold declaration that meteorology is a science whose progress 
depends on the modern period in history: while the ancient Greeks might have wished to 
cultivate a knowledge of the weather, he argues, only modern instrumentation has enabled 
serious study.  For Kirwan, early efforts at meteorology were hamstrung not only by “the 
imperfection of the instruments then in use” but also “the narrow limits to which individual 
observations were confined.”442  In contrast to the other explosive scientific discoveries of 
the period by figures like Priestley, Davy, Herschel, and Erasmus Darwin, real headway in 
meteorology could not be made by a solitary genius in a laboratory, but depended upon, in 
his words, “simultaneous observations” procured in all degrees of latitude and longitude, so 
that the full dimensions of global weather phenomena could be charted accurately.443  
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Meteorology was a science peculiarly suited to a globalizing world; it required, in Kirwan’s 
words, nothing less than a “conspiracy…of nations.”444  While Kirwan recognized that 
conflict and shortsightedness often characterized the dealings of most European states in 
his day, he dared to hope that sovereigns “will not be long inattentive to this object, so 
palpably connected with the interests of commerce and agriculture, the great sources of the 
wealth and happiness of their respective nations.”445  Kirwan’s argument rests on a Whiggish 
faith in liberalism and progress through trade and economic development, and frames the 
emerging science as a key contributor to global peace and prosperity.  Meteorology both 
depends upon international cooperation and can also help to facilitate cooperation in other 
spheres, by creating a sense of global interdependence and a shared interest in 
understanding and adapting to the weather.  Kirwan’s slim volume is an important 
touchstone in the development away from a provincial, nationally oriented science towards 
an understanding of weather as a global, complex system. 
 The most influential meteorologist in the Romantic era was, of course, Luke 
Howard, who created the basic taxonomy of clouds that we still use, describing the nature 
and origin of different types of clouds with a precision and descriptive power reflected in 
the cloud poems of Wordsworth and Shelley and in the paintings of Constable and 
Turner.  Howard’s groundbreaking detailed, multiyear study of the climate of London, 
published in 1818, helped to secure an increasing professional status for the emerging 
science. The Quaker Howard approached meteorology with religious fervor, convinced 
that God’s benevolence and wisdom could be revealed by discovering an order underlying 
the seeming chaos of the weather, and that scientific developments could help to overcome 
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national divisions. Writing to the great German poet/playwright Goethe (who admired 
Howard and wrote a poem in his honor), Howard saw his scientific labors as a way of 
facilitating international co-operation and harmony:  
  Science will go on…the useful arts will advance and be perfected (the  
hurtful, I think, have nearly passed their acme) and mankind will increase 
and multiply and replenish the earth—which can hardly be said to be the 
case at present—and while generations pass on, while the understandings of 
men become enlightened, their hearts will not be suffered to remain always 
corrupt.  No—the Christian religion in its sincere practice will overspread 
the nations—it will improve the conditions of mankind generally...Wars will 
cease, with other degrading and superstitious practices—society will assume a 
new aspect—general harmony and mutual good offices between nations and 
individuals, will replace the present too general selfishness and discord.446 
Howard saw his meteorological labors as making a modest but important contribution to 
overcoming international discord through the spread of knowledge, and his relationship 
with Goethe is an important indication of the new sense of cosmopolitan science that he 
hoped to develop.  In 1833, Howard, following Kirwan, notes that “an extensive 
cooperation of observers in different countries has been justly deemed essential to the 
perfection of meteorological research,” although he laments that the brief window of 
international cooperation resulting from Elector Frederick’s synoptic network was cut short 
by war, and cooperation on a similar scale had not yet been attempted.447  
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 While the Napoleonic Wars disrupted any further attempts at creating a substantial 
transnational observation network, they also drove home the importance of understanding 
the weather as a vital tool of statecraft. Unanticipated storms helped defeat Napoleon at 
Waterloo, underscoring that the ability to predict and systematize the weather would be a 
valuable weapon in war.448 In the words of the poet Anna Laetitia Barbauld, “a battle won 
or lost may decide the fate of an empire: but a battle may be won or lost by a shower of 
snow being blown to the east or the west.”449 Where the eighteenth century had understood 
long-term climate as central to the fortunes of nations, by the turn of the nineteenth century 
the role that weather could play in shaping economic and geopolitical events was 
increasingly recognized.  
 Yet for Howard, meteorology's benefit continued to be defined in terms of its 
intellectual interest and its prospects for improving the general happiness and prosperity of 
humankind, rather than its military use-value. In a seminal 1813 text, Thomas Forster 
depicted the history of meteorology as a sustained narrative of progress and enlightenment 
since its Aristotelian beginnings.450 An 1823 letter to the Monthly Magazine urged the 
creation of a professional meteorological society in London as the necessary next step in 
the science's development, noting a growing public interest in meteorological topics.451  The 
letter-writer emphasized meteorology's intellectual virtue--the “amusement” it would 
provide to the “man of science”--rather than its practical utility. Two months later, a 
number of scientists (including Howard, Forster, and Daniell) established the 
Meteorological Society of London in a flourish of enthusiasm, with the stated goal of 
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“obtaining accurate and comparable observations of atmospheric phenomena from around 
the world,” and the resolution to build a full-fledged meteorological observatory in London 
or its environs.452 But Howard, its most prominent member, left London for Yorkshire, and 
shortly thereafter the Society folded, unable to raise operating funds until it was resuscitated 
in the mid-1830s.453   
 At this point, British meteorology was still a disjointed, heterogeneous body of 
knowledge that lacked the formal methodological structure of its sister sciences. Early 
nineteenth century meteorologists published air temperature readings from thermometers 
inside hen houses and used rain gauges set up underneath trees.454  Howard and his 
colleagues had to compete for scientific authority with the authors of popular weather 
almanacs such as Patrick Murphy, who used astrological methods to chart the influence of 
planetary bodies on the earth's weather.455 While accepting meteorology's theoretical value, 
Victorian writers saw the science as still in its very early stages. No less a luminary than John 
Stuart Mill, pointed out that meteorology, while unquestionably a science, was not yet a 
science “largely available in practice.”456  London's Morning Chronicle newspaper, perhaps, 
spoke for most people when it observed that piecemeal meteorological research, in the 
absence of “a well compacted and consistent theory” and the “national aid and co-
operation” necessary to support real scientific research, had produced little more than a 
“confused mass of almost entirely insulated results.”457  
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 Meteorologists seeking scientific respectability disdained the entire project of 
“forecasting” the weather of the future, with its overtones of religious prophecy, so that 
weather prediction became the domain of Murphy and other astrologically inclined 
“weather prophets.” Weather-watchers consulted their astrological charts alongside their 
thermometers and barometers; a typical example was a letter to the Ipswich Journal that 
noted that, in the past 130 years, “all but two” of the most severe winters occurred when the 
“moon's apogee was in Leo, or Virgo, or their opposites Aquarius, or Pisces.”458 After 
successfully (if not altogether surprisingly) predicting that the coldest day of the year would 
be St. Agnes’ feast-day, January 20, Murphy's Weather Almanac became a bestseller and 
brought fame and fortune to its author.459   
 Despite their wide popularity, the weather prophets were often objects of derision 
and satire in elite circles, undermining meteorology's aspirations to scientific credibility.460 A 
devastating letter to Jackson's Oxford Journal outlined, in precise detail based on daily 
weather record-keeping, that Murphy was incorrect about three times as often as he was 
right—a significantly worse record than blind chance.461 Fraser's Magazine, which carried 
Thomas Carlyle on its masthead, excoriated “Murphy, the meteorological quack,” who 
presumed to overthrow the Newtonian system and who justified his method on the 
grounds that his predictions turned out to be correct about half the time.462 The Fraser's 
essay conceded the validity of meteorology in its “more extended sense,” but argued that 
the earth's weather was too complex, interdependent, and mutable for weather predictions 
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to have any accuracy: “[t]he temperature of the continent, nay, of America, exerts an 
influence on Britain. Ten thousand incidents and changes, utterly indeterminate, affect the 
weather.”463  
 This derision for weather prophecy was widely expressed in the British popular 
press. The basic terms of the debate were set out in a lengthy review-essay in The 
Athenaeum, a prominent London-based journal of culture and ideas. The Athenaeum 
dismissed Murphy's attempt at a systematic treatise as a well-intentioned effort, led astray by 
the author's “ambition of system-building” so that his talents were wasted “in the most 
absurd and laborious trifling.”464 Instead, meteorology should be regarded as an essentially 
collaborative process relying on the work of experts supported by laypeople, “whose 
acquaintance with the subject was not deep or extensive, and whose knowledge of collateral 
science was not considerable,” but who could “collect and communicate to the philosopher 
facts of the utmost importance.”465 This method of scientific investigation, divided into fact-
gatherers and interpretive scientists, would become the basic model for the Meteorological 
Society.   
 Murphy, however, continued to ply his trade, and the publication of his Almanac 
the following year led the Athenaeum to dismiss him as an “occult Philosopher,” who lied 
about his past prognostications and who claimed that his predictions were based on 
scientific principles that only he was capable of understanding.466 The Bristol Mercury 
newspaper parodied him by publishing a mock “Humbugological Almanack.”467 The Derby 
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Mercury, citing meteorology's failure to explain the supposed disappearance, in recent 
years, of the classic English summer, went so far as to opine that “[s]cience is wholly at a 
loss. Really, Meteorology should be expelled from the ...ologies and called 
Meteorignorance.”468  
 Weather prophecy had become a sufficiently prominent phenomenon to be 
lampooned by Thomas Hardy in The Mayor of Casterbridge, written in 1886 but set some 
years in the past in a rural Wessex town where wealth and lives depended heavily on the 
contingencies of the harvest. The novel’s titular mayor, Michael Henchard, having suffered 
a reversal in his agricultural fortunes, seeks out a “man of curious repute as a forecaster or 
weather-prophet” in a “lonely hamlet” far from town.469 Henchard, who imagines himself 
like the Biblical King Saul summoning up the shade of the departed prophet Samuel, 
expresses “second thoughts” and claims to not “altogether believe in forecasts,” establishing 
his bona fides as a modern, educated Victorian gentleman.470 Nonetheless, Henchard offers 
a crown-piece to the weather-prophet, who proceeds to declare that  
by the sun, moon and stars, by the clouds, the winds, the trees and grass, the 
candle flame and swallows, the smell of the herbs; likewise by the cats’ eyes, 
the ravens, the leeches, the spiders, and the dung-mixen, the last fortnight in 
August will be—rain and tempest.471 
Henchard bets big on “bad weather,” buying up excess grain, and loses a fortune when he 
is forced to “sell off corn that he had bought only a few weeks before at figures higher by 
many shillings a quarter,” setting in motion a chain of events that leads to his financial 
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downfall.472 The novel thus holds up the weather-prophets to richly deserved ridicule, yet 
expresses a fundamental sympathy with the economic desperation that drives even 
thoughtful, self-critical people to seek their assistance. 
 Despite the bad name attaching to the weather prophets, a growing number of 
mainstream scientists also recognized the importance of weather prediction as opposed to 
solely weather observation analysis. In 1835 Sir John Herschel, of the Meteorological 
Committee for the South African Literary and Philosophical Institution, recognizing the 
importance of meteorology “to the agriculturalist, to the navigator, and indeed to every 
branch of human affairs,” undertook to produce a “continued and extensive series of 
Meteorological Journals” based on a network of contemporaneous observations made at 
distant geographic points, with the goal of “subject[ing] to reasonable and well-grounded 
prediction the irregular and seemingly capricious course of the seasons and the winds.”473 
Herschel’s argument reflected both meteorology’s growing awareness that the stable and 
unyielding “laws of climate” provided the base against which transient weather phenomena 
could be understood and the recognition that an imperial power such as Britain had no 
choice but to invest in meteorological observation on a global scale.474 
 The debate between these two epistemological strains, one emphasizing the order 
and regularity of the earth's climate system derived from physical laws and the other 
attempting to predict the weather based on the movements of the stars, reflected tensions at 
the heart of mid-Victorian scientific culture.  As Alison Winter demonstrates, the study of 
maritime navigation in the period was polarized between a scientific model seeking to 
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“subsume individual experience under a central scientific authority which would process all 
empirical information into mass data” and a paradigm based on the individual “naturalist's 
direct experience of nature.”475 Similarly, the debate between the empiricists and the astro-
meteorologists carried over into London's Meteorological Society when it was reorganized 
in the mid-1830s. While Murphy and the weather prophets emphasized their individual 
powers of prognostication, based on purported scientific principles that they neglected to 
disclose fully, cultural elites increasingly urged the adoption of an alternative, collaborative 
model, dependent on investment by the state and co-operation with other nations. The 
Morning Chronicle deplored the absence of British leadership in meteorology, pointing 
out that “[Britain] has always taken the lead in the promotion of geographical as well as 
scientific investigations and discoveries,” and that its “superior wealth” and the “range and 
distribution of its colonies in every region of the globe” gave Britain advantages “beyond 
any other nation.”476 For the newspaper's editors, governmental support for British 
meteorology was both a matter of national pride and a moral obligation arising from the 
nation's stature in the world.  The closest approximation of a national meteorological 
agency, the London Meteorological Society, was under-resourced, unsure of its purpose, 
and undermined by the conflict between the astro-meteorologists and their opponents, who 
worried that even giving the weather prophets a hearing would undermine the Society's 
credibility.477 
 One member of the Society, the young John Ruskin, sided with the empiricists and 
feared that a focus on weather prediction would undermine meteorology's claims to 
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scientific authority. In an 1837 letter to his father, Ruskin chastised Murphy's predictions as 
“but quite Irish bulls,” made all the more ridiculous for being published in serious scientific 
journals.478 Meteorology as envisioned by Ruskin would be more empirically grounded and 
scientifically rigorous, and would abandon the pseudoscientific practice of weather 
forecasting  to concentrate on understanding the weather that has already occurred:   
  The [Meteorological] Society would be much better employed, instead of  
  listening to anticipations which never will be realised, and prophecies which  
the weather takes good care not to fulfil, in ascertaining the causes and 
effects of phenomena which have actually taken place.479 
 Ruskin and his colleagues sought to use meteorology as a way of mapping the 
uncharted regions of the world precisely and meticulously. As the Society's Registrar, 
Robert Woods, wrote in the Society's Transactions in 1839, “[a]t present our observations 
do not embrace one-millionth part of the lines and districts of the earth's surface; and until 
they do, 'meteorological calculus' will be very obscure. We must, however, make a 
beginning.”480  While navigation had always relied upon observation and knowledge of the 
weather, Woods argues that a systematized, scientific meteorology would become as 
essential to the mariner as the telescope.481 Like Luke Howard, Woods emphasizes not just 
meteorology's intrinsic scientific and aesthetic interest, but also its practical benefits for 
agriculture, maritime commerce, preventing environmental disease, and preparing for 
natural disasters.482At the same time, while Woods's view of meteorology's potential is 
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expansive, his claims for the Meteorological Society itself are fairly modest: “of themselves 
they find that they can do but little: it is unanimity and co-operation in observing and 
registering these phenomena” that will enable the science to move forward.”483  
 In the same volume of the Transactions, an essay appeared by the 20-year-old 
Ruskin, still an undergraduate at Oxford, which made bolder claims for the Meteorological 
Society and British meteorology in particular. While Ruskin echoed Woods in recognizing 
the necessity of international co-operation, the model he envisioned was not a partnership 
of equals, but rather a global meteorological network with London firmly at the center, a 
panoptic eye overlooking the world's weather.  In this prescient lecture, Ruskin describes 
what is effectively an imperial model of bureaucratic organization for meteorology, with raw 
data gathered on the periphery only to be collated, processed, and interpreted by the 
London Meteorological Society. 
 An avid student of the science, Ruskin had already given a paper (which has not 
survived) on “The Formation and Colour of such Clouds as are caused by the Agency of 
Mountains” and written an essay on the difference in temperature between river water and 
spring water.  In this lecture at the outset of his career, Ruskin sought to lend cultural 
capital to the fledgling science, by acknowledging the limitations of current meteorological 
research while articulating a sense of its immense promise.  Despite the vast progress the 
study of the weather had made in the previous two centuries, Ruskin describes meteorology 
as embattled and in urgent need of defense:  
We do not, therefore, advance any proud and unjustifiable claims to the 
superiority of that branch of science, for the furtherance of which this 
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society has been formed, over all others; but we zealously come forward to 
deprecate the apathy with which meteorology] has long been regarded, to 
dissipate the prejudices which that apathy alone could have engendered, 
and to vindicate its claims to an honorable and equal position among the 
proud thrones of its sister sciences.484  
Ruskin defended meteorology's value with a shrewd combination of aesthetic, 
philosophical, and utilitarian appeals.  Ruskin assured his audience that the Meteorological 
Society, which had nearly folded disappeared just a few years earlier for lack of interest and 
funds, would soon dominate international meteorology and make vital contributions to 
Britain’s security and prosperity.   
 As one might expect of Ruskin, much of the appeal he finds in meteorology is 
intellectual, aesthetic, and spiritual.  He distinguishes meteorology from the darker and 
more tedious sciences of “the deathful laboratory” and the “charnel houses of creation”: it 
is “a science of the pure air, and of the bright heaven…it is indeed a knowledge which must 
be felt to be, in its very essence, full of the soul of the beautiful.”485 The weather for Ruskin 
is an active, living system, simultaneously beautiful and mystifying, a “realm of perpetual 
change, of eternal motion, of infinite mystery.”486 But the promise of meteorology is to 
resolve all this seeming chaos into an orderly network: 
  [t]imes and seasons, and climates, calms and tempests, clouds and winds,  
  whose alterations appear to the inexperienced mind the confused  
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consequences of irregular, indefinite, and accidental causes, arrange 
themselves before the meteorologist in beautiful succession of undisturbed 
order, in direct derivation from definite causes; it is for him to trace the path 
of the tempest round the globe.487  
Like Howard before him, Ruskin believed that meteorology would reveal that the earth's 
climate system recurs along an orderly, regular, and predictable pattern, revealing the 
suitability of a divinely created universe for human habitation: it will “assign constant and 
regular periods to the seed-time and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and 
night, which shall not cease, till the universe be no more.”488  The notions that the climate 
can change in a linear fashion (for the better or from the worse, from a human 
perspective), or that human activity can actually influence the climate system, which had so 
preoccupied eighteenth-century theorists of climatic improvement, seem to have no place 
in the vision of meteorological science that Ruskin outlines.  
 Meteorology's uncertain cultural status is a likely explanation for this pervasive 
interest in order and stasis.  Discoveries in physics, chemistry, and astronomy, from 
Newton to the age of Priestley, Herschel, and Davy, had all uncovered fixed, immutable 
principles governing the operations of the universe at all times and in all places.  To believe 
that the earth's climate might change over long periods--that the British climate of Ruskin's 
day might not be the same as that of Chaucer's or Shakespeare's--would be to distance the 
study of weather from the pure theoretical sciences Ruskin sought to model and, perhaps, 
make it more akin to the contingent and spurious researches of the weather prophets and 
astro-meteorologists. Physicists and chemists, after all, expect that their observations and 
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experiments will yield laws and principles of general applicability, unchanging from one 
generation (or century) to the next. 
 Ruskin's lecture is peppered, as well, with celebrations of meteorology's aesthetic 
virtues: it is a “knowledge which must be felt to be, in its very essence, full of the soul of the 
beautiful... universal, unabated in every place, and in all time.”489 Yet after these belletristic 
flourishes, Ruskin rests his argument on the practical results that advances in meteorology 
can bring. He stresses that meteorology’s principal appeal is “neither for its interest, nor for 
its beauty,” but for “questions of the highest practical importance”—the ability to predict 
natural disasters and to improve agricultural productivity by precisely measuring the 
periods of “seed-time and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night.”490 
 But there is another sense in which meteorology promised to respond to pressing, 
practical questions faced by British elites. The British public in the mid-19th century came 
to see meteorology in public and political terms, “as a science that addressed urgent, 
contemporary inquiries about public health, sanitation, and even imperial power.”491  By the 
mid-1860s, the British Meteorological Office became a crucial link in the administration of 
the British Empire; the knowledge of storms and wind patterns proved vital to maritime 
trade.492 Ruskin may not have precisely foreseen the full scope of what meteorology would 
accomplish, but rhetoric of imperial triumphalism pervades his brief for meteorology: 
The Meteorological Society, therefore, has been formed, not for a city, nor 
for a kingdom, but for a world. It wishes to be the central point, the moving 
power of a vast machine, and it feels that unless it can do this, it must be 
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powerless; if it  cannot do all, it can do nothing.  It desires to have at its 
command, at stated periods, perfect systems of methodical and 
simultaneous observations; it wishes its influence and power to be 
omnipotent over the globe, so that it may be able to know, at any given 
instant, the state of the atmosphere at every point on its surface.493  
 In his desire for complete mapping of the entire surface of the earth and its system of  
“perfect,” “methodical,” and “simultaneous,” observations, Ruskin’s vision of meteorology 
reflects the ambitions of the British Empire itself, at the historical moment when it became 
conceivable that the prospects of its “political influence and its power” becoming 
“omnipotent at every point its surface,” and that British customs and values might truly be 
“not for a city, nor for a kingdom, but for a world.”  Like a nineteenth-century equivalent to 
Google’s satellite networks, meteorology becomes a network of panoptic surveillance, with 
power radiating outward from an imperial center in London towards its nerve endings 
throughout the periphery. Over the preceding century the exploration and mapping of 
uncharted territory had been an imperative for the growing empire, from the South Seas 
and the poles to the interior of Africa.  Meteorology promised to bring a new dimension to 
this topographical imaginary, in which storms, wind currents, and air pressure are mapped 
as precisely and meticulously as land and sea. 
 Ruskin calls for London's Meteorological Society to be the core of this new network 
of weather surveillance. Like Richard Kirwan and Luke Howard before him, Ruskin 
emphasizes the distinctive demands of meteorology for international co-operation: unlike a 
“Galileo, or a Newton, [or a] Davy...a meteorologist is important if not alone; his 
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observations are useless; for they are made upon a point, while the speculations to be 
derived from them must be on space.”494 This dependence on global points of observation 
has hamstrung meteorology to date, Ruskin argues; but now, in a period of greater 
international comity, the Meteorological Office has “come forward to request, in full 
confidence,” co-operation from the other nations of the globe.495  
 Yet it becomes clear that the alliances to be created will not be partnerships of 
equals. Instead, the structure of the network closely resembles the bureaucracy created to 
administer a far-flung, multinational empire. On a global scale, lower-level workers perform 
the methodical task of gathering data (the “vast machine”), while the centralized authority 
in London is the “central point, the moving power” that animates and dictates their 
operations: 
  Let the pastor of the Alps observe the variations of his mountain winds; let  
  the voyagers send us notes of their changes on the surface of the sea; let the  
  solitary dweller in the American prairie observe the passages of the storms, 
  and the variations of the climate; and each, who alone would have been  
  powerless, will find himself a part of one Mighty Mind, --a ray of light  
  entering into one vast Eye,--a member of a multitudinous Power.496 
Other nations have their role to play, it becomes clear, but only once they “send us” their 
observations do they obtain power by being integrated into the “vast Eye” located in 
Britain. Ruskin's vision of meteorological cooperation is essentially an imperial model, 
translated from geopolitics into the scientific realm: peripheral observers produce the data, 
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or raw materials, to be processed and interpreted by higher-level scientists working at the 
empire's center. Here the internationalist brief for meteorology inherited from Howard 
and Kirwan has been assimilated into the logic of British hegemony.     
 Even more striking is the scope of the imperial ambition Ruskin's language evokes: 
anything less than complete dominance by British meteorology is to be regarded as a 
failure: “unless [the Meteorological Society] can do this, it must be powerless; if it cannot 
do all, it can do nothing.”497  Meteorology, here, is perfectly suited to the early Victorian 
Empire's seemingly limitless desire for surveillance and domination of the entire globe.  As 
Richard Phillips has noted, in the nineteenth century “[i]mperialism went hand-in-hand 
with mapping, by which Europeans imaginatively and materially possessed much of the rest 
of the world.”498 Mary Louise Pratt has described how European exploration and territorial 
acquisition registered a shift in “European planetary consciousness,” as the explorer's 
panoramic gaze served to “[convert] local knowledges (discourses) into European national 
and continental knowledges associated with European forms and relations of power.”499 
Similarly, meteorology as envisioned by Ruskin aspired towards a universal panoramic eye, 
implicitly but unmistakably tethered to an imperial visual imaginary, that synthesized local 
data collection into a global portrait of the weather. Meteorology both depended upon the 
great British exploratory ventures into the South Seas and the Arctic, and helped to 
complement their discoveries by mapping the atmosphere as well as the earth's surface. 
 Over the course of the nineteenth century, as Britain evolved from a maritime 
commercial power with some colonial holdings into an empire in the strict sense of the 
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term, its meteorological apparatus evolved hand-in-hand with its imperial acquisitions. The 
expeditions of John Barrow to the Arctic boldly expanded weather observation to regions 
previously untouched by human exploration. In 1817, Britain’s leading public scientist, 
Joseph Banks of the Royal Society of London, argued for the necessity of navigating the 
Arctic. Amazingly, and contra the Buffonian conventional wisdom, Banks argued that the 
poles had seen a “considerable change of climate inexplicable at present,” opening up “new 
sources of warmth” and making the Arctic Sea accessible for the first time in centuries, 
redounding to “the future intercourse of mankind and the commerce of distant nations.”500 
This letter, possibly ghostwritten by the explorer Barrow himself, interpreted as a long-term 
change a “diminution in Arctic sea ice” that we now know to be a response to the Tambora 
eruption, a freak event “outside the bounds of normal variability.”501 Nonetheless, Barrow’s 
theory of a warming earth only interrupted temporarily by cold blasts suggested that the 
Arctic would eventually become a fully navigable ocean, a promise that encouraged the 
development of the full-fledged navigational effort that eventually reached the North Pole.  
The publicly funded “Magnetic Crusade” of the 1830s and 1840s, with the goal of 
modernizing compass navigation and reducing shipwrecks, demonstrated the period's 
ambition “to extend the geographic scope of the British scientific empire.”502 Meteorology’s 
“dramatic God's-eye views...brought new visibility to meteorology”, drawing upon advances 
in telegraphy to achieve a state one theorist has dubbed “infrastructural globalism...[a] 
phenomenon by which the 'world' as a whole is produced and maintained--as both object of 
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knowledge and unified arena of human action--through global infrastructures.”503 Those 
infrastructures, dependent on state support and international cooperation, were predicted 
by Ruskin while official British meteorology was still in its infancy. Victorian explorers, 
such as the Royal Geographical Society's Clements Markham in Ethiopia, “provided 
detailed descriptions of...meteorology, geology, scenery, and resources,” combining “a 
broad scope [and] rhetoric of scientific accuracy” with “a celebration of British scientific 
and military might.”504  
 Thanks to telegraphy and thermodynamics, meteorology largely fulfilled Ruskin's 
bold promises over the course of the nineteenth century. The development of international 
telegraphic networks in the 1840s and 1850s, culminating in the laying of the first 
transatlantic cable in 1865, enabled the rapid transmission of data that was necessary for 
true synoptic mapping and forecasting of the weather.505  By 1859 meteorological data 
began to be transmitted telegraphically throughout Britain, and two years later daily weather 
forecasts first appeared in the London Times.506  In applying the first law of 
thermodynamics in meteorology, scientists such as William Thomson, Theodor Reye, and 
H. Peslin, finally began to realize by the 1860s the systematic unity and theoretical 
coherence that Luke Howard had sought for the science.507 The increasing ambition and 
influence of the tiny Meteorological Society of London during the period was registered in 
its changing name: by 1842 the “Meteorological Society of Great Britain,” in 1850 the 
more official “British Meteorological Society,” and by 1866, like the other royal scientific 
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societies, it was chartered by the Queen herself as the “Royal Meteorological Society.”508 
The national Board of Trade recognized the central importance of meteorology to Britain's 
commercial health by creating a Meteorological Department in 1854, later renamed the 
British Meteorological Office.509 In 1873, the International Meteorological Committee was 
founded, helping to create internationally recognized standards for exchanging weather 
observations and ushering in the long-anticipated age of global cooperation in 
meteorology.510  
 Yet even as British meteorology realized the triumphalist vision he had outlined in 
1839, Ruskin himself became one of the most trenchant critics of the Victorian empire. 
Ruskin situated his lifelong interest in science in “terms of a miraculous Natural 
Theology.”511 For the later Ruskin, the weather served as a physical sign of a national crisis 
that was simultaneously spiritual, aesthetic, political, economic, and ecological, which he 
denounced in increasingly angry and prophetic terms, culminating in his 1884 jeremiad 
against Victorian modernity, The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, published the 
same year in which the global time standard was officially established centering, inevitably, 
on the conventional zero-longitude mark at Greenwich, London. 
 Recently, a number of critics have drawn attention to the centrality of ecological 
concerns for Ruskin and to his extensive influence on 20th- and 21st-century 
environmental thought. David Carroll has argued that Ruskin's essentially Romantic aim 
was to “re-sacralise the world” by cultivating the “perception of the beauty of the created 
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world.”512 For Michael Wheeler, the power of Ruskin's late ecological statements comes 
from their “apocalyptic texts and symbolism” and their “angry prophetic statements,” based 
on the firm conviction that the natural environment was deteriorating as humankind 
breached “God's covenant with mankind.”513 John Parham has located Ruskin as a key 
figure, along with Morris and Hopkins, in shaping a “Victorian ecology paradigm” that 
differed from its Romantic precursors in its focus on the intersection of social and 
ecological concerns and in its understanding, informed by thermodynamics and Darwinian 
evolutionary theory, “of nature as an energy system characterised by movement and flux.”514  
And as Greg Myers has argued, Ruskin drew on the writings of Lord Kelvin and John 
Tyndall on thermodynamics in fashioning a social model of energy exchange, which he 
used “to criticize the society of [his] time in terms of a vision of universal history.”515 
 This fascination with the natural systems and processes underlying our observed 
reality continued in Ruskin’s major works of art criticism, especially the magisterial Modern 
Painters (1848). In discussing the “truth of skies,” Ruskin challenged the “bold, broad 
ignorance” of “landscape painters” who disguise the inaccuracy of their atmospheric 
depictions with “delicacy of colour or manipulation.”516 For Ruskin, a general deterioration 
in sky-painting signified a larger cultural decline: the “open skies of the moderns,” he 
argues, are generally “inferior to picked and untouched skies of the greatest of the 
ancients,” and yet far superior the majority of ancient paintings.517 This seeming paradox 
may reflect a common dynamic in the arts where, as technical mastery increases, the 
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general level of production and accuracy rises even if the truly outstanding triumphs of 
major artists can never really be matched. For Ruskin at this point in his thought, however, 
it seems not to occur to him that the skies depicted by the “ancients” might actually have 
been discernibly different from those over his own contemporaries, a possibility that he 
would increasingly come to entertain as he turned more to contemplating the feedback 
loops between human activity and the climate.  
 Increasingly, Ruskin came to understand human activity as playing a central role in 
shaping the climate, and generally for the worse. While Ruskin lived to see the age of the 
telegraph and the flourishing of synoptic meteorology he had confidently predicted as a 
young man, in his later writings he turned against a scientific enterprise he regarded as 
mechanistic and soulless--a “savoir mourir” rather than a “savoir vivre.”518 The “general 
logic and temper of modern science,” he wrote in Letter 5 of Fors Clavigera (1871), is best 
exemplified by “lectures on Botany, of which the object is to show that there is no such 
thing as a flower; on Humanity, to show that there is no such thing as a Man; and on 
Theology, to show that there is no such thing as a God.”519 Industrial capitalism, with its 
power to transform the air to “a pestilence on the globe” with “foul chemical exhalations” 
and towns that are “little more than laboratories for the distillation into heaven of 
venomous smokes and smells.”520  
Ruskin does not reject the notion of benevolent human intervention as a matter of 
principle. He recognized that human intervention could benefit the ecosystem rather than 
harm it--with the “literally infinite” power of purifying the air by “absolutely forbidding 
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noxious manufactures” and “planting in all soils the trees which cleanse and invigorate 
earth and atmosphere.”521 He notes, sounding almost like William Robertson, that human 
“power over the rain-waters of the earth is infinite”; rains can be brought “where you will—
by planting wisely and tending carefully, drought where you will, by ravage of the woods 
and neglect of the soil.”522 The environmental crisis of Victorian England, he argued, was 
not technical but moral, the result of a failure to use humankind's vast scientific and 
technological prowess wisely, clearly signified by what Ruskin saw as a decline in the 
weather: “I fear that for you the wild winter's rain may never pass,--the flowers never appear 
on the earth.”523  
As a piece of ecological rhetoric, Letter 5 is striking in many ways: the collective 
imputation of agency and responsibility to the British public for the island’s environmental 
destiny, its accusatory repeated use of the second person, and the extreme, unsparing, 
almost prophetic tone. If they chose, Ruskin charges, Britons could have “rivers of England 
as pure as the crystal of the rock; beautiful in falls, in lakes, in living pools”; or, they “may 
do always as you have done now, so that you cannot as much as baptize an English baby 
but with filth, unless you hold its head out in the rain; and even that feels dirty.”524 The very 
elements that give us life and purify us, air and water, have become so degraded by 
industrial pollution that for Ruskin they can now only corrode and defile, indices of a sick 
society that has transposed its moral degeneracy onto a debased environment. The 
uncompromising stridency of Ruskin’s rhetoric and his insistence on yoking together 
ecological and moral concerns show that he had come to understand the environmental 
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crisis of Victorian England as an existential threat, a challenge to which existing scientific, 
economic, and political responses were wholly inadequate.  
In Queen of the Air (1869), a study of Greek myths of clouds and storms, Ruskin 
reads human history since the ancient Greeks as a story of ecological and cultural decline: 
the nineteenth century, uncoupled from the “real sun” and the “real atmosphere” has no 
hope of producing “beautiful and enduring myths” like the ancients.525 Ruskin questions 
whether people who “have never seen anything above us in the day but smoke; nor 
anything round us in the night but candles” who truly appreciate the myths of a “people 
who dwelt under stainless skies.”526 Ecological pollution and cultural decline form a 
mutually reinforcing feedback loop, crystallized in the conflation of “Blanched Sun,--
blighted grass,--blinded man” in the two lectures comprising The Storm-Cloud of the 
Nineteenth Century.527   
 It is here, at the end of his career, that Ruskin most explicitly connects the state of 
the weather to Britain’s social and political well-being. While Ruskin makes frequent 
references to his own recorded observations of the weather, going back several decades, he 
also takes pains to criticize the scientific mainstream, dismissively referred to several times 
as “the scientific people.”528 Although meteorology had largely realized Ruskin’s vision of a 
globe-spanning telegraphic network of weather observers, the science had become for him 
just another index of the Empire’s spiritual crisis. Meteorology, by devaluing direct sensual 
engagement with nature, had become incapable of recognizing, let alone describing, what 
he saw as a propitious decline in the quality of British weather.  
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Against the theories and empirical findings of what he calls the “scientific people,” Ruskin 
valorizes common sense and the evidence of sight—“a cloud is where you see it, and isn’t 
where you don’t,” he notes at one point, and one can tell that “there’s more water in the air 
when it damps your curls than when it doesn’t.”529  
 On the question of what counts as meteorological evidence, Ruskin in Storm-Cloud 
sides with the popular traditions of weather observation based upon individual memory 
and oral transmission that Luke Howard and his colleagues had sought to overthrow by 
developing the Meteorological Society. Ruskin peppers the lectures with classical and 
biblical allusions and references to his sketches as evidence of the weather’s decline, yet he 
minimizes the value of scientific methods and instrumentation of modern science, which 
for him have culminated in the “extremely cheerful result of telescopic and microscopic 
observation” that the universe will eventually be “one equally heated inert mass, and from 
which everything like life, motion, or beauty will have utterly gone away.”530 While Ruskin 
does not dismiss the mainstream of meteorology altogether, he does argue for the 
“inefficiency of ordinary instrumental registry” in understanding atmospheric effects like 
the plague-wind; instead, he argues for the primacy of the “great law of human perception 
and power, that the beauty which is good for us is prepared for the natural focus of the 
sight.”531  “We may trust the instrument with the prophecy of storm, or registry of rainfall,” 
he argues, but “the conditions of atmospheric change…can only be discerned by the eye 
and the bodily sense.”532 In effect, Ruskin was arguing for a division between the study of 
the weather, with a professionalized, systematic science based on empirical measurement 
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devoted to transient weather phenomena, and an individualized study of long-term climatic 
change based on the weather diaries and observations of nonprofessional observers over a 
number of years.   
 Ruskin recognized and tried to guard against the possibility that he would be 
dismissed as an anti-scientific anachronism. Somewhat defensively, he dismisses the 
“absurdity of supposing…that I am myself soured, or doting, in my old age, and always in 
an ill humour”; yet he concludes the first lecture by abandoning scientific discourse entirely 
in favor of an angry jeremiad against every aspect of contemporary English society.533  He 
pointedly opposes his views to what he calls “your modern beliefs,” which provide no 
“conceivable cause or meaning” of the storm-cloud, declaring instead the fog is divine 
justice due to  “England, and all foreign nations…having blasphemed the name of God 
deliberately and openly.”534 It would be difficult to imagine, in this starkly religious reading 
of the weather as a marker of human sin and cultural depravity, a more complete departure 
from the youthful Ruskin’s faith in empirical meteorology and human progress through 
scientific co-operation.  
 While Storm-Cloud struck audiences of its day as reactionary and anti-scientific, 
more recent readers, coming to the essay in an age of demonstrable anthropogenic climate 
change, have been more sympathetic to the essay.  In an influential 1991 essay, Martin 
Danahay characterizes Storm-Cloud’s politics as essentially conservative in the Burkean 
sense, reading air pollution as a “disruptive force that destroys order and threatens to 
unleash the forces of anarchy” and as a sign of the blurring of “orderly boundaries of moral 
categories,” and Danahay notes that in the end global warming may prove Ruskin to be 
                                                
533  Id. 34: 36.  
534  Id. 34: 40.  
 186 
more “a prophet than a madman.”535 Greg Myers emphasizes the hopefulness of the essay’s 
conclusion, noting that “Ruskin holds out the admittedly unlikely chance that the world will 
be redeemed by a new moral order.”536 More recently, Brian Day argues that Ruskin should 
not be read as “a Victorian prophet fulminating against industrial pollution, a proto-
environmentalist of the modern variety” but rather as an exponent of “moral ecology—
ecology as a moral perception and practice.”537 For Day, contemporary audiences reveal 
their own presentist bias by applying our era’s environmental ideology to nineteenth-
century texts. In Day’s reading, Ruskin internalizes pollution by connecting it to individual 
moral corruption, and “emphasises the need for a moral reformation in response to a 
problem that is essentially spiritual in origin.”538  
 Yet given Ruskin’s longstanding interest in the weather, the numerous scientific 
explanations and conjectures that permeate the essay, and the richness of his visual and 
sensory descriptions, it would be a mistake to underestimate the extent to which Ruskin is 
writing about what he sees as a real, experiential environmental phenomenon.  Storm-
Cloud is a troubling text not just because social, ecological, political, and spiritual concerns 
are so thoroughly intertwined, but also because it is poised between different and 
competing systems of decoding and understanding the weather.  In recognizing human 
activity’s impact on the climate system, Ruskin anticipates the twentieth-century scientific 
view that human beings have become not merely biological agents but “geological agents” 
as well.539 Where Ruskin’s 1839 essay had concerned itself with predicting and 
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understanding the weather, by 1884 he saw human civilization as making the weather. The 
effects of urban air pollution, he writes, are inescapable and global in scope: “[b]y the 
plague-wind every breath of air you draw is polluted, half round the world.”540 Yet the 
conclusion to Storm-Cloud is strikingly pre-modern, calling not for environmental 
regulations or for structural economic changes but rather for individual moral reform 
through the “paths of rectitude and piety”: “[w]hether you can bring the sun back or not, 
you can assuredly bring back your own cheerfulness, and your own honesty.”541 Hold your 
chin up, Ruskin advises after 50 years of studying the weather from scientific, artistic, and 
philosophical perspectives, and practice the essential British virtues. 
 Despite this perhaps unsatisfying conclusion, Ruskin’s ecological politics should not 
be read as completely privatized and internalized. On the contrary, the storm-cloud, 
portrayed intriguingly as a biological contaminant (a plague-wind) that crosses national 
borders, dramatizes the interconnectedness of all human beings. Storm Cloud’s political 
focus becomes particularly pronounced when read against Ruskin’s 1839 lecture.  Despite 
their vast differences in foundational assumptions, there are also some important 
continuities between the two texts.  Both mark Ruskin’s understanding of weather as a 
global system, and in both texts the weather becomes metaphorically associated with the 
state of the British Empire, whose global reach expanded dramatically between the 1830s 
and 1880s. The change in the two lectures reflects in part the change Ruskin saw in Britain 
itself: in the 1839 lecture the weather, is legible, orderly, and predictable; in Storm-Cloud it 
is disruptive, poisonous, and chaotic, influenced by human activity yet beyond human 
control.   
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 The crisis of scientific authority faced by meteorology had been resolved in favor of 
a professionalized, empirically based science by the time of Krakatoa and Storm-Cloud, 
thanks to global telegraphy and the science’s full institutionalization as a key component of 
the British state. But Ruskin, who had confidently predicted British meteorology’s triumph 
four decades earlier, diagnosed a new crisis, a phenomenon (the plague-wind) that 
meteorology was unable to understand or even to appreciate, both because it operated 
outside the standard instruments and categories of meteorology, and, more importantly, 
because it was not merely a physical phenomenon but a spiritual, social, and political one 
as well.  While meteorology had once promised to improve the health, security, and 
prosperity, of Britain and its Empire, by the 1880s, he argues, it is unable even to perceive 
the ecological evidence of the Empire’s decline. For Ruskin, the deterioration of weather is 
not merely a marker of spiritual and aesthetic decline but evidence of the hollowness of 
British imperial ambition. In a startling inversion of the rhetoric of British supremacy, 
Ruskin proclaims near the end of Lecture I that, as a result of the plague-wind, “the 
Empire of England, on which the sun formerly never set, has become one on which he 
never rises.”542 In Storm-Cloud, Britain’s imperial reach has not yielded the political and 
cultural progress promised by liberal apologists for empire, but has merely carried the 
deterioration of Britain’s atmosphere to the rest of the world. The nineteenth century’s 
storm-cloud, an inescapable, destructive global phenomenon poisoning, every breath of air 
drawn throughout the world, has become a signifier for the empire itself.  
 This new global signification of the weather becomes apparent in the aftermath of 
the most famous volcanic eruption of the nineteenth century. The Krakatoa eruption in 
                                                
542 Id. 34: 41.  
 189 
Indonesia, unlike the even larger eruption of Tambora 68 years earlier, was generally and 
immediately understood to be an event of global implications. The descriptions of the 
plague wind in Ruskin’s Storm-Cloud, published a year after Krakatoa, surprisingly do not 
directly address the post-Krakatoa skies, a striking lacuna, which may reflect Ruskin's desire 
to focus on pollution as a constant, human-created condition, rather than on the 
atmospheric effects of a single catastrophic natural even. A number of other significant 
writers, however, did register their impressions.  Since the eruption occurred in the age of 
telegraphy, it was narrated and explicated almost instantaneously across the globe, unlike 
Laki and Tambora. Reactions to Krakatoa also suggest a sense of a smaller, more tightly 
linked (geologically, commercially, and socio-politically) planet. As Simon Winchester 
points out in one of the definitive social histories of Krakatoa, its “impact on the world’s 
consciousness was profound, and immensely more so than in the case of the four 
technically greater volcanoes of earlier times.”543  
Krakatoa’s impacts on human life and health were of course catastrophic, killing 
approximately 36,000 people.544 The tsunami that began in Java produced recognizable 
waves as far as the French Mediterranean coast.545   Its influence on the earth’s climate 
system, likewise, was pronounced, lowering the earth’s temperature and setting 
“barometers and tide meters flailing wildly thousands of miles away.”546 The near-instant 
speed of communication in the age of telegraphy allowed disparate cultures to quickly 
recognize physical interconnections as part of a global system and enabled English weather-
watchers, unlike their earlier counterparts following Laki and Tambora, to look for signs in 
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the skies. One of the most fascinating aspects of the eruption was the proliferation of 
descriptions of the famed “Krakatoa sunsets,” which were visible throughout much of the 
world. The volcanic ash-cloud from the eruption formed a band around the equator, 
gradually dispersing towards the poles and covering much of the world’s atmospheres with 
“lurid evening displays, caused by the scattering of incoming light by the meandering 
volcanic haze.”547  
Gerard Manley Hopkins provided one of the most colorful reports of the Krakatoa 
sunsets in the scientific journal Nature in January 1884, combining the poet’s eye for color 
and sense with the attention to meteorological detail that Hopkins had honed through years 
as a weather diarist and amateur naturalist.  Hopkins’s diaries reflect, as Mary Ellen 
Bellanca argues, an eye for the uniqueness (or instress, to use the poet’s terms) of particular 
things, each of which has a particular role to play in the divine scheme of creation.548 The 
medium of natural history prose also enabled Hopkins to push “verbal representation to its 
limits, exploring a prose poetics of natural history” in order to render “the perfectly 
Hopkinsian nature he perceives.”549 Where Wordsworth had expressed skepticism about 
the eye’s ability to deeply appreciate the deeper reality nature, suggesting that it obscures as 
much as it reveals, for Hopkins the attention to close visual detail is a way of respecting the 
particularity of natural phenomena instead of assimilating them into a broad, 
undifferentiated “Nature” produced by the poet’s consciousness. Instead of castigating the 
eye’s insatiable appetite as a way of exerting dominance over nature, Hopkins sees it as a 
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necessary corrective to the observer’s tendency towards egocentricity, a reminder to respect 
things in themselves. 
Hopkins resembles his older contemporary Ruskin in his eye for visual detail, and 
himself cited Ruskin’s influence in drawing his attention to the particular and in seeing the 
world with fresh and “innocent eyes.”550 These innocent eyes are at play in Hopkins’s 
description of the Krakatoa sunsets, which he approaches with a combination of scientific 
knowledge, painterly attention to detail, and childlike wonderment.  In describing a single 
evening, Hopkins paints a kaleidoscope of shifting colors: a “red glow…softly brindled,” 
followed by a “vague lilac,” a “green or else tawny” atmosphere, “crimson” in the clouds, 
and then a “rosier or livelier” color, and finally a “fawning brown.”551 In his natural history 
writing, Hopkins was highly attuned to the constant motion of the natural world, and his 
description of the Krakatoa sunsets reflects his desire to capture the intensity of each 
particular, fleeting moment, “grasping and preserving perceptions of the visual landscape” 
that float away too quickly. In Hopkins’s ecological scheme, each moment in time, like 
each particular object in nature, has a unique function to play in the natural order. 
Given the fascinating raw material the eruption gave to such a thoughtful and 
naturally attuned poet, it is unfortunate that Hopkins never wrote directly about Krakatoa 
in verse, and there is no evidence that the devout Jesuit poet grappled with its religious or 
scientific explanations. However, his aesthetic appreciation for the sunsets, and particularly 
their “brindled” and constantly changing coloration, reflects the notion of God’s active 
presence in the universe, a commonplace theme throughout his work. For Hopkins, the 
beauty of God’s natural handiwork in the world was usually not smooth or conventionally 
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pretty, but “brinded,” “dappled,” and “freckled,” or explosively energetic, such as the 
sparks “shining from shook foil.”552Hopkins’s most famous sonnet, “God’s Grandeur,” 
paints an awesome portrait of the sublime majesty of God’s presence in the natural world, 
suggesting that although the marks of industrial civilization obscure it at times, “nature is 
never spent” and the “dearest freshness” within periodically emerges into view.553 The 
Krakatoa sunsets, such a dazzling contrast with the dull grey tones of Hopkins’s 
Manchester, provided the poet exactly such an experience: confirmation of divine power in 
the natural world that industry and urbanization had failed to extinguish.  
Hopkins’s descriptions in Nature are fascinating to contemporary audiences 
because of his belated literary reputation, but a great deal of striking and figurative 
anecdotal reporting found its way into the Royal Society Report written in the aftermath of 
Krakatoa. As Richard Altick noted, these “observers often abandoned scientific 
terminology in favor of a descriptive style that can only be called lyric—and when the 
sunsets of late 1883 defied even poetic language the observers resorted at last to pictorial 
art—they said the sunsets were like those of Turner.”554 As this fascinating fact suggests, 
there may be something inescapably sublime about the encounter between human 
observers and weather, especially spectacular weather phenomena, that resists scientific 
demystification; at least in this instance, perhaps, the rainbow has not yet been unweaved. 
The aestheticization of the sunsets, which imply a distancing from the very real human 
suffering the eruption caused around the globe, is another striking legacy of Krakatoa.   
                                                
552 “Pied Beauty” 1, 2, 8; “God’s Grandeur” 2.  
553 9-10.  
554 251.  
 193 
The aging poet laureate, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, also dwelled on the spectacular 
pictorial effects of the sunset in scenes from his “St. Telemachus” (1892), which he 
explicitly acknowledged was inspired by Krakatoa: “the fiery ashes of some fiery peak” 
were “hurled so high they ranged above the globe,” producing a “blood-red eve” and a 
“wrathful sunset.”555 Tennyson, famously something of a lifelong skeptic in his religious 
views, retreated to the language of the sacred to provide a transposed vocabulary to 
describe Krakatoa’s imprint, pushing the volcanic sunsets back fifteen centuries in time to 
serve as setting for the martyrdom of a Christian saint by the Roman Empire. As Monique 
Morgan argues, the volcanic sunsets signal for Tennyson an epoch-making shift in world 
history, signaling a shift from polytheism to Christianity.556 Like the superstitious publics of 
two centuries earlier, Tennyson reads apocalyptic portents into the “meteors” in the sky. 
As the experiences of Laki, Tambora, and Krakatoa confirm, one need not posit 
the existence of supernatural forces to register a sense of awe at the power and far-reaching 
influence of these geological and climatic disasters, and their ability to shape eras in human 
history. The Krakatoa sunsets reminded Victorian audiences of the shared vulnerability of 
the human species to disturbances in climate, and that in atmospheric matters as much as 
in culture, politics, and economics, the mother island could not insulate itself from dangers 
and disasters in the imperial periphery. By the mid-nineteenth century it had become 
commonplace to remark that the sun never set on the British Empire, with a presence on 
all six continents. Ruskin ingeniously inverted that triumphant claim by drawing attention to 
the environmental costs of the industry necessary to sustain British growth and dominance, 
noting that in the days of the plague-wind it is more correct to say that the British Empire 
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was one on which the sun never rises. As the British public contemplated the spectacular 
sunsets following Krakatoa, they knew that the same sunsets had been seen in Indonesia, 
Asia, north Africa, continental Europe, and would be seen in the American continent, all 
nations sharing the same vulnerability and the same irreducible awe at the untameable 
power of the natural order.  
In a sense, Krakatoa helped realize the utopian aspirations of Kirwan, Howard, and 
Ruskin, who hoped that meteorology would help to erase national divisions, only in a 
much darker and more tragic sense than those hopeful progressives had envisioned. As the 
nineteenth century drew to a close, Ruskin’s plague-wind would intensify and change form, 
as the increasing concentration of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases emitted as a 
result of industrial activity would accelerate the anthropogenic warming trend that 
continues, unchecked, to the present day.  
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Chapter Six: 
Green Romanticism and the Art of 
Living in the Anthropocene Age 
 
In the twentieth century, of course, the development of meteorology into the 
sophisticated, but still imperfect, science of today continued. Advancements in technologies 
of communication and measurement, as well as progress in the underlying basic sciences of 
physics and chemistry, enabled new levels of precision in weather mapping and prediction, 
with figures like Vilhelm Bjerknes stepping forward to fulfill the promise Luke Howard 
and the Meteorological Society had foreseen a century earlier. The science of climatology 
also emerged, and a subdiscipline devoted to the history of the climate system—
paeloclimatology—took off with new tools such as tree ring data and ice core samples, 
enabling a richer and fuller account of earlier stages in the planet’s history than would have 
been dreamed of in the nineteenth century.  
 Yet the problems posed by Cowper, the Shelleys, Keats, and Ruskin are still very 
much with us. The basic science of the greenhouse effect had already been developed by 
the end of the nineteenth century by the Nobel Prize-winning physicist Svante Arrenhius, 
building on the work of Joseph Fourier, Claude Pouillet, and John Tyndale, but the full 
significance of the human effect on the earth’s environment as a major driver of climate 
change has only recently been understood.557 While political controversy remains around 
the topic of anthropogenic global warming, little honest scientific debate about its reality 
remains.  But even as our knowledge of warming and its causes becomes more extensive, 
projections for the future become darker with each passing year.  
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 Global temperatures show a gradual rise beginning early in the nineteenth century, 
corresponding with the end of the Little Ice Age and the flourishing of the Industrial 
Revolution. Sparked by increases in population and burning of fossil fuels, temperatures 
dramatically increased around the 1960s, and, with some fluctuations, continued their 
upward trend, spiking dramatically in the 21st century. The roots of the problem, however, 
lie much deeper, given the lingering effects of greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere. Our current dilemma stems at least to the shift to a carbon economy at the 
time of the Industrial Revolution, but more likely go back much further, to the phenomena 
of deforestation and burning of coal, or perhaps even, as William Ruddiman has suggested, 
to the beginnings of agriculture.558 In a sense, human civilization has been the story of 
humans shaping, not simply adapting to, our climate. And the very actions climate theorists 
once saw as beneficial to climatic stability and human hearth—clearing forests, draining 
swamps, and practicing intensive agriculture—have yielded our current crisis, not of 
Buffonian cooling but of a steady increase in atmospheric temperature with a wide range of 
negative, and often unpredictable, consequences. 
 What, then, is the appropriate response to the immense challenges facing twenty-
first century humanity? Some see anthropogenic climate changes as purely a technical 
problem, suggesting that alternative energy, improvements in energy efficiency, and 
perhaps even geoengineering solutions like releasing sulfur dioxide into the atmosphere or 
reverse-converting carbon dioxide into fuel will resolve the problem. Others are less 
sanguine, but see the question as essentially one of will on the individual as well as the state 
level, and urge an approach that focuses on reducing consumption while also making 
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technological investments.559 In a sense, climate change works as a Rorschach blot for 
concerned intellectuals of all stripes to validate their concerns and preoccupations. Marxists 
view it as an ultimate expression of unregulated capitalism’s commodification of all the 
world’s resources and privatization of public goods, ecofeminists can find expressions of an 
essential masculinist will to dominate and control nature; and deep ecologists, like Ruskin 
more than a century ago, diagnose it as a spiritual crisis stemming from the alienation 
between humans and nonhuman nature. 
 A cultural-historical analysis makes plan that the roots of our problem are not 
merely scientific, economic, or technological, but arise from centuries of discourses and 
practices governing our relationship to the climate system. If the fundamental inclination of 
technocrats and policymakers is towards thinking in terms of the present, the contribution 
that scholars of language and culture can make is to excavate this forgotten history and 
explore its continuing legacy, not only in producing the climate crisis, but also in shaping 
our response, or nonresponse, to it.  
 In an important recent essay, Dipesh Chakrabarty outlined some of the new 
challenges facing conventional historiography in light of the fact that we have entered an 
“anthropocene age”—a geological epoch in which human activity is the principal agent 
driving change in the climate system. Waves of humanist and posthumanist historians of a 
wide variety of political persuasions have clashed over all sorts of premises and modes of 
analysis, but have generally shared a fundamental anthropocentric assumption whose 
limitations are only fully exposed in a moment of ecological crisis. By discarding analysis of 
the role played by the physical world in human history as reactionary, crude, 
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“environmental determinism,” to focus exclusively on the social, political, and economic 
dimensions of history, modern historiography commits the same error of all utopian 
thinkers, of assuming that the world can be remade without eventually running into external 
constraints. By rethinking our basic assumptions in light of the brute facts of our current 
climate crisis, we might envision a new truth hiding in the famous dictum of the foremost 
modern philosopher of history: humans “make their own history, but not spontaneously, 
under conditions they have chosen for themselves.”560 
 Chakrabarty’s article, which may prove to be the germ of a paradigm shift in literary 
and cultural criticism, outlines four axioms that he argues should guide future work on the 
intersection of history and the environment. First, he proposes, the “humanist distinction 
between natural history and human history,” which has underline modern historiography, 
is no longer tenable.561 According to Chakrabarty, anything smacking of environmental 
determinism has the potential to challenge historians’ “finally honed sense of contingency 
and freedom in human affairs,” as well as reviving the possibility of the many reactionary 
political uses to which environmental determinism has been put.562 He also acknowledges 
the quite fair criticism that the label of an “anthropocene age” blurs social and economic 
reality, in which certain members of the human species are much more responsible than 
others for the warming problem. To a large extent, this ongoing debate tracks the 
conversation between Malthus and the Godwinian liberals of the 1790s, with one side 
convinced that natural limits are intractable and the other equally persuaded that the real 
problems are of political reform and distributive justice.  
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 Instead of allowing the debate to become a stalemate between ecologists on one 
side and neo-Marxists on the other, I would argue that it is more productive to envision the 
human-nature interaction as complex and dynamic, but unavoidable. Chakrabarty argues 
that this “cross-hatching of species history and the history of capital” will require us to 
probe “the limits of historical understanding,” requiring new theoretical models and even a 
new vocabulary.563 In language that echoes the darkest moments of Nietzsche and 
Heidegger, Chakrabarty suggests that we will need to grapple with a “question of a human 
collectivity,” a “negative universal history” that arises from our “shared sense of a 
catastrophe” facing rich and poor, North and South alike (even if some might be better 
positioned than others to temporarily absorb its impacts).564 The Romantic writers surveyed 
here, who so often operate at the intersection of the universal and the particular, provide a 
particularly fitting “loop-hole” of engagement—not the only one, but I would argue a 
particularly fitting and significant one—with this intersection of species history and natural 
history. Recently, Timothy Clark has extended Chakrabarty’s insight to argue that the 
anthropocene age constitutes a “threshold concept” rendering many once-helpful 
interpretive and theoretical modes inadequate or even potentially destructive.565  
 Cultural historians have begun to make cases for their unique contributions to 
understanding and responding to climate change. Gillen Wood has argued that the study of 
the humanities has a great deal to contribute to understanding this phenomenon, but that 
our contributions heretofore have been hamstrung by flawed and anthropocentric 
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assumptions that ecohistoricism will have to discard.566  I find it fitting that, in the field of 
literary scholarship, students of nineteenth-century literature have taken a leading role.  
Ecocriticism as a subdiscipline of literary studies emerged with a distinctly Americanist, 
Thoreauvian flavor, and to some extent still maintains that orientation. But a gradual 
reshaping of the subdiscipline across chronological and geographical boundaries has taken 
place, reflecting the global nature of the system crises we face and their deeply rooted 
genealogy. The first major call for literary criticism to reorient itself away from a neo-
Marxist, New Historicist “Cold War” paradigm towards a green “Global Warming 
Criticism” came from a noted British Romanticist, Jonathan Bate, almost two decades 
ago.567 Building on the pioneering work of Bate, James McKusick, and Karl Kroeber, 
scholars like Wood and Eric Gidal have begun to see climate as a central Romantic-era 
problematic, and perhaps the most controversial and prominent recent intervention in 
literary ecocriticism has also been from a Romanticist, Timothy Morton.  
 I appreciate this tendency for reasons beyond subdisciplinary pride, because it 
points to ways in which the “long Romantic age” did mark a pivotal point in the history of 
human interaction with climate. This period was marked by an unusual although not 
unique flourishing of major climate disruptions, coupled with major steps forward in the 
science of understanding and predicting the weather. And it was in this period that the 
carbon economy dramatically accelerated, kickstarting our long warming trend.  
Equally importantly, it also marked a moment in which possible changes in climate, 
and climate’s relationship to human society became the focus of intense discussion. 
Climate’s power as a cultural subject is suggested by the myriad approaches taken toward it 
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by nineteenth-century writers. Both national and global, and read as a scientific object, 
religious omen, and political signifier, the cultural politics of climate reverberates in the 
major debates of the period. Since the New Critics, Romanticists have often vigorously 
protested an understanding of the Romantic movement as being centrally concerned with 
the relationship between humans and nature, the poetic subject and its environment, 
consciousness and the material world. In confronting the human role in shaping the 
climate system, might we be exposing a new sense in which human subjects simultaneously 
“half-create” and “perceive” their environment?568 In rethinking the radical precariousness 
and instability of the interactions between humanity and the climate system, might we also 
be able to explore more deeply, and with greater historical acuity, the central dilemma of 
Romanic subjectivity?  
 Not all versions of a green Romantic sensibility are necessarily politically 
productive. Timothy Morton has warned against a tendency he calls the “beautiful soul 
syndrome,” in which the putative environmentalist, trapped in an interiorized Hegelian 
dialectic and his own spiritual navel-gazing, is unable to take effective political action.569 
Giving up on a hopelessly corrupt and polluted world, the beautiful soul “maintains a split 
between self and world, an irresolvable chasm created by the call of conscience.”570 The 
irretrievable fallenness of our actual world creates, for the “beautiful soul,” a form of 
political paralysis, which for Morton stems largely from our abstract, aestheticized concept 
of “Nature.” An environmentalist in the thrall of beautiful soul syndrome evaluates her 
environmental impacts like a secularized medieval Christian, obsessed with individual guilt 
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and atonement, refining her individual consumption habits and refusing to support 
ecologically destructive businesses, but content not to take action in the larger political 
arena. Washing her hands of the world’s imperfection, the beautiful soul clings to a 
narrative of her own individual purity, much like Thoreau at Walden or the Romantic-era 
boycotters of slave trade products. In today’s terms, a “beautiful soul” might bike to work, 
use carbon offsets, and avoid using air conditioning, but not feel compelled to directly 
challenge the consumption and pollution habits of his society or take concrete collective 
action. This aestheticized and spiritualized worship of nature, uncoupled from the political 
realm, is one potential, and negative, legacy of what has been termed the “Romantic 
ideology.” 
 But Romanticism is a complex and multifaceted phenomena, and as this study has 
shown, there are multiple alternative trajectories for an ecological criticism rooted in the 
thought of the British Romantics. Despite their political diversity, the writers surveyed 
here—Cowper, Malthus, the Shelleys, Keats, Ruskin—share a sense of the 
interconnectedness and shared responsibility of the entire human species for the health 
and care of the planet upon which we depend and which we are, increasingly, responsible 
for shaping. The “beautiful soul” environmentalist sees “Nature” as an aestheticized, reified 
object, something distant and apart from the human world.571 In contrast, the writers 
discussed in this dissertation offer an alternative possibility, one pointing towards 
Chakrabarty’s concept of “species history,” in which human being is conceived not as an 
“other,” as helpless victim, rapacious exploiter, or as picturesque tourist, but as an integral 
part of the ecological landscape, for better and for worse.   
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In the Genesis creation story, humankind’s first step towards moral consciousness 
and responsibility is to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge, which severs forever the link 
to Edenic paradise but also opens up a new world of moral freedom. Similarly, Romantic 
writers were grappling with the dilemma of our species’ environmental consciousness at the 
moment when the transition from pre-industrial Eden to Blake’s “dark Satanic mills” poses 
new challenges, and demands a new level of maturity, from human beings as geological-
level agents of change. Romanticism in this sense can be retrieved as a positive label—not 
an obfuscating ideological formulation, but a demystifying critique exposing the 
interconnectedness of the human and the natural that industrial society, as well as political 
economists of the left and right, tended to obscure. The precariousness of the earth’s 
climate system, and the pronounced and now undeniable effect of human industrial activity 
upon it, call for an epistemic shift in our thinking, in which the Romantic writers may well 
be our best teachers. 
Intimations of such an epistemic shift may be found in Wordsworth, whose 
towering presence is an inescapable influence for all second-generation Romantic writers, 
including those who reacted most strongly against him. Throughout his career Wordsworth 
warns against aestheticizing and exploitative approaches to the natural world, counseling us 
to accept and learn to live within the earth’s limits. For Wordsworth, a distant appreciation 
of nature from an aesthetic perspective is the sign of spiritual immaturity. In The Prelude, 
looking back on his youthful tour in the Alps, he reflects that “the eye was master of my 
heart” and “held my mind/In absolute dominion,” which prevented him from fully 
appreciating the deep sublimity of the moment.572 Similarly, in “Tintern Abbey” 
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Wordsworth looks back with a wistful, but not regretful, distance on his past “dizzy 
raptures,” in which he sought no “interest/Unborrowed from the eye.”573 This method of 
appreciating nature worships nature as an aestheticized abstraction, separate from us and 
revered as an idealized love object. This is the ecology of capital-N nature, of the 
wilderness postcard and the Sierra Club calendar, that Timothy Morton dismisses as 
fanciful and politically ineffective.  
For Wordsworth, however, this “tyranny of the eye” can best be viewed not as a 
dead end but as a transitory stage toward a deeper awareness, of humanity as fully 
enmeshed in nature. The mature (28-year-old) Wordsworth speaks now of  
    a sense sublime  
Of something far more deeply interfused, 
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
And the round ocean, and the living air, 
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man.574 
For our purposes, the most important piece of this celebrated passage is its final four 
words, in which the binary between humanity and nonhuman nature is completely broken 
down.  In refusing to accept the Western humanistic separation between human observer 
and observed nature, Wordsworth locates the human subject as a location of the same life 
force running throughout the elements (sun, air, sky, ocean) of the hydrologic system. 
Stripped of its pseudo-pantheistic dressing, Wordsworth here articulates a worldview that 
we might call, admittedly anachronistically, “deep ecology,” the term coined by Arne Naess 
to define an ecological approach seeking to “achieve a fundamental ecological 
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transformation of our sociocultural systems, collective actions, and lifestyles.”575 Deep 
ecologists reject the notion that the environment exists as a resource for human exploitation 
and extraction, and correspondingly, “shallow” forms of ecology emphasizing technological 
fixes and mild lifestyle changes.576  
 Perhaps the most striking and dramatic example of a proto-ecological impulse in 
Wordsworth’s writing is in “Nutting.” In one of the earliest instances of Romantic 
ecocriticism, Jonathan Bate drew attention to the poem’s ecological underpinnings, 
rehabilitating its explicit celebration of nature in the light of lines of criticism that read the 
poem as psychosexual allegory.577 The reappraisal of “Nutting,” like Bate’s reading of “To 
Autumn,” was an early salvo in the attempt to reclaim the Romantic writers’ professed 
concern for nature as genuine against generations of deconstructionist, Marxist, and 
historicist critics who regarded them with hermeneutic suspicion. And read freshly on the 
poem’s own terms, the deep-ecological strains in “Nutting” are striking.  The youthful 
speaker of the poem, hunting for nuts, approaches a “virgin scene” of untrammeled nature, 
whose “tempting clusters” are so pleasing to the aesthetic sense that he is fearful some 
“rival” will come to possess it before him.578 The speaker imagines himself the first human 
visitor to an idyllic scene, and, desiring to master and exploit it, brings the branch crashing 
down, leaving it “mutilated.”579 The language of the mature Wordsworth to describe his 
youthful conduct is uncompromising; he is a conquistador and even a murderer, causing 
the “deformed and sullied” hazel-nook to give up its “quiet being” with a “merciless 
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ravage.”580  Chastened by what he has done, the mature poet warns to approach nature with 
a “gentle hand,” because there is a “[s]pirit in the woods.”581 
 Two facts immediately jump out upon reading “Nutting” as an ecological poem. 
The first is how tightly linked the exploitation of nature, and the reduction of the natural 
world to a resource for individual human benefit, is linked to the aesthetic sense. The 
youthful Wordsworth imagines himself as a colonist or property owner, entitled to take by 
virtue of his discovery and thrilled by the sight of the virgin landscape. The rapturous visual 
descriptions of the first half of the poem suggest how tightly woven into our consciousness 
the desire to master nature is, extending far beyond traditional capitalist or industrial 
enterprise. The young Wordsworth is seemingly an innocent, harmless pedestrian on a 
pleasure stroll, and yet in his own small way he evinces the same will to power over nature 
that has jumpstarted industrial civilization. In the end, however, Wordsworth offers us 
room for hope. He does come to a chastened understanding of the violence that he had 
enacted (either at the time itself or much later in reflection—the poet confesses to some 
uncertainty). Even after environmental damage, there is the possibility to return and to 
heal, as long as an honest accounting is made.  
In his own time, Wordsworth articulated a philosophy of how to live within limits 
and to strive for a harmonious balance with the natural world.  Many of his late political 
stances that outraged Victorian liberals (such as his support for the Corn Laws, or 
opposition to Lake District railroads) seem defensible in retrospect, as generation after 
generation of tourists visiting and photographing the sublime landscapes of the Lake 
District, reified as an aesthetic object or at best an aid to individual spiritual enlightenment, 
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seem to have had no discernible impact on consumption habits, or the political will to 
preserve wilderness areas.  Reading Wordsworth in deep ecological terms can help to 
rehabilitate the aesthetic and political reputation of his later years, but more importantly it 
can provide a window into how we can conceive of the relationship between humans and 
nature in nonexploitative terms. Taking such a deep ecological approach to climate, for 
instance, would require radical changes in consumption and production to dramatically 
curtail anthropogenic climate change, instead of simply trying to adapt, manage, or mitigate 
our impacts in a way that leaves our postindustrial lifestyles largely untouched.   
A modern take on the Wordsworthian dilemma may be instructive here. Wallace 
Stevens’s “Sunday Morning,” one of the towering masterpieces of twentieth-century 
American literature, in many ways functions as a sort of telos for the Romantic project 
inaugurated by Wordsworth and Coleridge. The poem restages the nature/consciousness 
dilemma that fascinated the major Romantic poets, using the “out-in-out” structure dubbed, 
by M.H. Abrams, the “Greater Romantic Lyric.”582 On its most basic level, the poem 
reflects the internal monologue of a female protagonist, who is spending her Sunday 
morning deciding whether to revel embrace nature and the pleasures of the present, 
embodied in the “green freedom of a cockatoo,” and a late breakfast of coffee or oranges, 
or to hear the “holy hush of ancient sacrifice” in Sunday morning church services.583 The 
poem, which Stevens himself referred to as “simply an expression of paganism,” ultimately 
valorizes engagement with the beautiful but perishable world, in which “[d]eath is the 
mother of beauty,” over the abstractions of religion and the afterlife.584 For Stevens, 
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climate’s contingency and imperfectability are essential to the experience of being in the 
world. The speaker imagines paradise as a world in which change is absent, a place of 
eternal spring like Keats’s urn: “Is there no change of death in paradise?/Does ripe fruit 
never fall? Or do the boughs/Hang always heavy in that perfect sky?”585 Delight for her can 
be found only in the natural, changing world, in the “comforts of the sun,” and in the 
  Passions of rain, or moods in fallen snow, 
  Grievings in loneliness, or unsubdued  
  Elations when the forest blooms; gusty  
  Emotions on wet roads on autumn nights; 
  All pleasures and all pains, remembering  
  The bough of summer and the winter branch.586  
The memory and experience in each of the human seasons, with all of its contingency, all 
its pleasures, and all its pains, Stevens suggests, is vital to the human experience. A world in 
which climatic challenge is banished such as the Shelleyan utopia of Queen Mab, or in 
which weather has been tamed to serve human ends as the eighteenth-century land 
improvers imagined, is one that the poem’s protagonist and logic ultimately reject.  
 “Sunday Morning” reverses the longing found in the great Keats odes for a 
changeless state of existence, a longing which Keats, of course, concludes could never be 
actualized. Paradoxically, for Stevens, it is the imagined eternal world, in which leaves never 
shed and fruit never falls, that actually puts to death all human possibility. He chooses 
instead the imperfect world of climatic variation, one in which “[s]weet berries ripen in the 
wilderness,” and in which there is reason to “set the pear upon those rivers/Or spice the 
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shores with odors of the plum.”587 But perhaps the most prophetic aspect of the poem is its 
recognition that our vulnerability to climate has not been vanquished, that comfortable, 
urbanized twentieth-century Americans still “live in an old chaos of the sun,/Or old 
despondency of day and night.”588 The “chaotic” weather that we face in an era of 
anthropogenic warming, with its the increased frequency of droughts, storms, and natural 
disasters, may not have been exactly the “old chaos” that Stevens meant, but the lines’ 
resonance for contemporary ears is striking.  Having resigned himself (and us) to this old 
chaos, Stevens concludes on a Keatsian note of negative capability, as “casual flocks of 
pigeons make/Ambiguous undulations as they sink,/Downward to darkness, on extended 
wings.”589  
 Rereading “Sunday Morning” with an eye towards the role of climate may suggest a 
possible approach, grounded in the Romantic ethos, towards the challenges of our own era 
of anthropogenic climate change, in which we recognize and accept both our radical 
dependence upon the climate system, and our increasingly decisive role in shaping it (but 
not necessarily controlling it according to our will). The roots of such an awareness—not 
fatalistic but realistic—can be found in the Romantic-era writers’ encounter with a rapidly 
changing climate.  
In the first five chapters, I have largely attempted to resist imposing a teleological 
narrative onto the writers I’ve discussed, or to try to mold them to fit contemporary 
ecological thought. However, having explored the responses of Cowper, Shelley, Keats, 
and Ruskin to their own ecological challenges, I am convinced that there are lessons to be 
                                                




drawn from this cultural history for our own age. First, each of these writers understood 
humans’ dependence on an unstable climate system to indicate the necessity of “thinking 
globally,” to use an anachronistic term, to come to grips with challenges that are global in 
nature. In our own time, shallow national interest often interferes with ideal species-level 
decision-making. The publics of First World nations seem, with varying degrees of 
obstinacy, unwilling to abandon the lifestyle benefits of a carbon-intensive economy. 
Meanwhile, newly industrializing countries complain, with some justice, that international 
efforts to curtail greenhouse gas emissions unfairly penalize their economic prospects after 
the West has already reaped the benefits of industrialization, creating the lion’s share of the 
problem. Whatever merit those claims have at the level of economic justice, there seems to 
be a consensus among climate change experts that cutbacks by the postindustrial West 
alone will be insufficient to avoid the more catastrophic scenarios. Of course, accumulated 
level of greenhouse gases have risen to such high levels that even drastic cuts in future 
emissions, far beyond the current thresholds of political feasibility, would be unable to 
avoid negative climate change impacts over the next century. Borrowing from Keats’s sense 
of life’s challenges of the vale of soul-making, we are faced with a spectrum of choices, 
none of which can exactly be called good, but which present a distinct array of possible 
future outcomes for our species and our planet.  
Secondly, the writers surveyed here all share a common conviction that ecology is 
necessarily entwined with what we might call humanistic concerns—the realms of culture, 
literature, philosophy, politics, and economics. As Philip Connell argues, it was during the 
Romantic age that the discipline called political economy, with its reduction of people and 
natural resources to their use value, became the “dominant mode of social analysis,” but it 
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was also in this period that critical intellectuals began pushing back against economic 
reductionism.590 To the extent that writers like Cowper, Shelley, and Ruskin can be said to 
share affinities with any current splinter of the environmental movement, they may have the 
most in common with “social ecology,” the body of thought associated with Murray 
Bookchin. Social ecology “offer[s] an important and needed alternative to these anti-
human extremes within deep ecology philosophy and social thought” by focusing on the 
intersection of social oppression with environmental devastation.591 For the writers here, as 
well as others such as Blake, Wordsworth, Clare, and Dickens, whose work depicted 
environmental despoliation coexisting with rural and urban poverty, homelessness, and 
displacement, these links were intuitive. For our age, with its tendency to separate the 
human and “natural” fields of concern, it may take more of an imaginative leap to see these 
affinities in a way that will enable us to make sense of the multifaceted challenges of the 
Anthropocene Age.  
Recently, the astrobiologist David H. Grinspoon has drawn attention to the 
prevalence of “a persistent current of misanthropy” in many environmental narratives, in 
which humanity is metaphorized as “a cancer, a virus, a rapist, a mass murderer, a killer 
asteroid.”592 The net effect of the anti-human thrust of certain strains of radical ecology, 
Grinspoon argues, is to “make people feel good”—by a symbolic self-flagellation we can 
expiate our collective sense of guilt, becoming “exempt from judgment if only we repeat 
how loudly and insistently that we know how truly horrible we are.”593 In this narrative, our 
earth was always already doomed once humanity emerged; eco-criminals by our nature, we 
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have little hope for reform, and our only alternatives are to embrace “voluntary human 
extinction” or to ride the climate change crisis out to its inevitable end. 
The writers surveyed here have a different answer, one that takes human beings 
seriously as both moral and ecological agents. Keats’s notion of negative capability, 
transferred from the realm of literature to the sphere of concrete action, provides a guiding 
light here; to be successful we will need indeed to act despite our anxieties, doubts, and 
uncertainties. Even with vast improvements in computer modeling, the geological and 
atmospheric sciences are still inexact, and we cannot be positive of the likelihood of any 
individual outcome scenario. Nonetheless, it is incumbent upon us to act with a sense of 
moral responsibility to try to secure the best possible future.  
At the same time, action should not imply a reassertion of human dominance over 
the environment. Recently, certain climate activists, including very serious and respected 
scientists, have floated the possibility of mimicking a volcanic eruption through 
geoengineering, releasing sulfur dioxide into the atmosphere whose cooling effect can, 
potentially, counteract the atmosphere’s concentration of carbon dioxide. Harvard physicist 
and policy expert David Keith has argued that the economic cost of such a “new 
Manhattan project” would be about comparable to the amount of money that the Italian 
government is spending to insulate a single city, Venice, from rising sea levels.594 Citing the 
several years’ interruption of our long warming trend associated possibly with the eruption 
of Mount Pinatubo in 1991, a small but influential cluster of scientists argues that such a 
geoengineering solution may be our best response. There are no good options, this line of 
reasoning runs; desperate times call for desperate measures, and sometimes a global village 
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must be destroyed in order to save it. However, as Gillen Wood notes, “evidence for the 
extraordinary folly of this idea is to be found on every page” of his book on Tambora and, 
I would add, in the history of the fallout of Laki and Krakatoa as well.595 Our story began 
with eighteenth-century theories that clear-cutting and swamp-draining would lead to a 
more benevolent and manageable climate, activities that helped accelerate our current 
warming trend. It would be a supreme irony if, motivated by the danger of anthropogenic 
warming rather than natural cooling, we were to repeat this mistake on an even greater 
scale. 
 Of course, the more likely danger is not such a technical fix but more of what we 
have been experiencing the last two decades—virtual inaction, with localized commitments 
to reducing resource consumption, limited carbon offsets, and small-scale political 
solutions. A crisis of global dimensions, it is clear, will require global political action, 
including the use of coercive power by state and international institutions, not simply 
virtuous individual decisions. In the free market model, environmental costs become 
externalities—not able to be priced in any efficient way, they are simply absorbed by the 
commons and become, by the logic of industrial capitalism, irrelevant. One example that 
would be amusing if our crisis were not so severe is given by Rose George in a recent 
journalistic account of the shipping industry: “[s]hipping is so cheap that it makes more 
financial sense for Scottish cod to be sent ten thousand miles to China to be filleted, then 
sent back to Scottish shops and restaurants, than to pay Scottish filleters.”596 Depending on 
the pursuit of rational self-interest by individual economic actors, I would suggest, is a 
losing proposition.  
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 Looking back, the story of human interaction with the climate in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries is the story of a species in climatic adolescence: awash in new power 
but largely bereft of the prudence and experience to apply that power responsibly. In our 
twenty-first century, we have little choice but to embrace our move into climatic adulthood. 
We did not necessarily ask for this level of environmental responsibility, but as a species it 
is our destiny to wield this power now for better or for worse. 
 Given this inescapable reality, the events of recent months can be described, with a 
great deal of understatement, as sobering. On the day I completed drafting this chapter, the 
World Meteorological Organization announced that we just completed the hottest global 
year on record, 2016, and that moreover 16 of the hottest 17 years on record have 
occurred since the year 2000.597 This news came two days before the scheduled 
inauguration of Donald Trump as president of the United States, who has filled his 
prospective administration with profiteers from the fossil fuel industry, indicated his 
intention to withdraw from the 2015 U.N. Paris Agreement on climate change, 
characterized global warming as a “hoax” perpetrated by the Chinese to gain comparative 
economic advantage against the U.S., and nominated an E.P.A. administrator who has 
written that scientists disagree about whether “climate change is real.”598 Hope for positive 
action on climate change at the national political level seems indefinitely suspended, as the 
center-left is set to mobilize all of its efforts to battle crackpot ideas such as building a 
border wall between the U.S. and Mexico. 
 The Trump victory, which astonished almost all political observers, suggests that 
even the limited moves towards climate change action of the previous administration may 
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be abandoned in favor of outright denialism. Even here, however, I would contend that 
Romantic-era writers have much to teach us in understanding our eco-political crisis. While 
this is not the place for a full political analysis of the 2016 U.S. presidential election, which 
in any event would be far beyond my sphere of competence, I would note that a central 
theme emerged in the commentaries in the weeks following the election. Trump’s victory is 
largely attributed to his strong levels of support among a forgotten constituency, the “white 
working class,” particularly in the deindustrialized Rust Belt, who were largely left behind in 
a globalizing economy. Given the long record of failure by center-left governments in the 
last two decades to help these citizens adjust to the economic impacts of globalization, it 
became easy for a message centered on resentment and tinged with xenophobia to resonate 
with this audience. Abandoned and even ridiculed by politicians of the center-left, for many 
of these voters it was a natural step to see environmentalism as an effete concern of out-of-
touch, coastal elites, who saw nothing wrong with putting coal miners out of work and 
leaving vast stretches of Appalachian “flyover country” an economic disaster area. Like the 
Luddite workers and the rebels of Peterloo, these citizens faced profound economic 
dislocation from social and technological changes, while their rulers were largely 
unresponsive to their plight. Here, too, the insights of the Romantic writers surveyed here 
into the inseverability of social justice and ecological concerns could and should have been 
informative. 
 Turning once more back to Keats, I will attempt to suggest that that poet’s climatic 
realism, together with his concept of “negative capability,” can provide a model of what a 
“dark Romantic ecology” could look like, an outlook that accepts our own responsibility 
and agency. While Romantic ideas cannot be exactly transposed from their concrete 
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historical situation to our own day, the striking resonances of the post-Tambora age in our 
own climate emergency suggest that there are lessons to be learned about how to live within 
material limits. Keats’s final conclusion from human history in the “Vale of Soul-Making” 
letter appears to be that humans are nothing more than “a poor forked creature subject to 
the same mischances as the beasts of the forest”—rejecting divine providentialism and 
anticipating the sort of non-teleological Darwinism that Tennyson would describe as 
“nature, red in tooth and claw.”599  The environment may temporarily host human beings, 
but it was not designed for us in mind and it owes us no duty of protection, and its 
imperfection mirrors our own. The limitations imposed upon us by climate, Keats suggests, 
are inescapable. Moreover, the goal of the climate improvers, of eliminating seasonal 
disruptions in favor of a uniformly temperate climate, is rejected here as completely 
fanciful. As Eric Gidal has argued, Keats’s view of human-climate interaction here 
represents a sort of Malthusian realism that is ultimately a more responsible ecological 
position than the Godwinian belief that unjust and inefficient social, economic, and 
political arrangements are at the roots of hunger and disease.600  
 But, being Keats, the poet by necessity takes a more complex final position. The 
world is not, he goes on to write a few sentences later, a “vale of tears” but “a vale of Soul-
Making…a school instituted for the purpose of teaching little children to read.”601 The 
hardships and challenges of the world force us to become fully realized human beings. 
Extending Keats’s metaphor to humanity as a whole, we can view the moment of industrial 
takeoff as our emergence from a protracted adolescence of climatic innocence, responsible 
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600 “‘O Happy Earth! Reality of Heaven!’” 96. 
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at least in part for our own fate and with powers sometimes extending beyond our wisdom 
and judgment. 
 One surprising theme that emerged over the course of this project was the recurring 
use of religious concepts and vocabulary.  Long ago, M.H. Abrams observed that literary 
and cultural Romanticism to a large extent represented a sublimated or displaced longing 
for the sacred, in an era when scientific discoveries were beginning to render traditional 
religious faith less tenable for large sectors of the public.602 The vatic role undertaken by 
major British Romantic poets (some explicitly, some less so) reflected, in Harold Bloom’s 
words, “these apocalyptic longings, themselves expressions of a radically Protestant 
temperament” distinguishing them from their literary predecessors, which emerge at 
different times in political, spiritual, and naturalistic guises.603 The extent to which the 
Abrams-Bloom hypothesis has become taken for granted, or has been complicated and 
pushed against at times, should not blind us to its substantial truth and explanatory power. 
A poet like Shelley, who was known at one point to contemplate taking Anglican holy 
orders despite his publicly professed atheism, is perhaps the purest example of the 
Romantic impulse to immanentize the eschaton in secular fashion, but this line of thought 
extends to most of the writers treated in this essay (Keats, with his stubborn conviction of 
the earth’s fallenness, stands as a prominent exception).    
 The confrontation with climate is overlaid with religious concerns throughout the 
century-long narrative we have encountered. Cowper, Percy Shelley, and Ruskin, with 
varying degrees of earnestness, embraced a prophetic role in trying to understand changes 
in the climate and weather, just as ancient Greeks and Romans saw divine omens in 
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atmospheric phenomena. The advance of meteorology and climatology required this 
prophetic vocabulary to be undertaken with a certain amount of self-consciousness of its 
tensions with the Enlightenment worldview. However, it is striking that the confident young 
Ruskin of the 1830s, full of hopes for a fully secular and internationalized meteorological 
scientist, came to speak about weather in the tones of a biblical prophet by the time of The 
Storm-Cloud, suggesting that at the apex of industrial civilization to that point it had 
become apparent that Enlightenment and scientific progress did not have all the answers.  
In the end in attempting to come to grips with climate, perhaps sensitivity to the 
“sacred,” however understood, becomes an imperative. If, as Oscar Wilde cheekily 
observed, egotism is fundamentally a product of “indoor life,” our ongoing dependence on 
climate serves as a recurring, necessary reminder of our fragility and smallness in the face 
of the universe.604 At the same time, the more that we become aware of the extent to which 
our activities affect the climate system, the more “godlike” we appear, and the moral 
freedom and responsibility we must assume. This feedback loop, in which we are tragically 
imperiled by a climate that we increasingly shape, first emerges as a genuine theoretical 
problematic in the Romantic era, and to a large extent that period’s vocabulary and 
assumptions continue to shape our response to climate. 
 As we face the prospect of a challenging and uncertain century of accelerating 
climate change, we have different options. One possibility is to embrace the utopianism of 
the 18th-century progressives, in contemporary terms by trusting in the latest geoengineering 
fix to arrive just in time, simply denying the crisis is occurring, or just vaguely hoping that 
we will simply muddle through.  This seems, at this point, to be the most popular response 
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to the topic, at least in the postindustrial West.  Or we could see the 21st-century world as a 
vale of tears, bemoaning how the shortsightedness and selfishness of our own and earlier 
generations have bequeathed to the future a world less fit for habitation. As a political 
formation, this could take the form of the paralyzing misanthropy decried by Grinspoon, 
or the privatized ecological consciousness of Morton’s “Beautiful Soul.”  
 But in the end the coming crisis will be a test of human character, our own vale of 
soul-making, our own chance to determine whether we will be capable of sacrifice, 
ingenuity, creativity, foresight, and selflessness. In truth, the notion that we are passive 
victims of the climate and the idea that we are in complete control are mirror images of 
each other. Utopianism and fatalism are equally comforting and, in the end, equally 
disempowering. In facing the dimensions of this crisis, to adopt either response amounts to 
a catastrophic evasion of moral responsibility.  The decisions we make in the next century 
will demonstrate how much we have learned from the long history of human interaction 
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